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AT ABOUT two o’clock in the afternoon the rain began to blew 
in from the sea. It moved at first on irregular gusts, whistling 
hit-and-run spatters that promised the downpour to come. 
Woollen clouds rolled through the sky, and the sea was slate- 
coloured. Below the bluff, the noise of the surf made a con- 
tinuous thunder. The rain burst at last upon the terrace of the 
big house in Scotland Place and inside, by the glass doors, the 
girl who stood watching frowned and drew back. She was a 
slender, well-shaped girl with blonde hair pinned up high, 
dressed in a dark blue suit, red shoes, and a lot of rhinestone 
jewellery. Her expression was anxious and trouble lay deep in 
the big grey eyes. Her worries seemed to concern the furniture 
on the terrace. All the gay cushions were getting wet. 

On a covered swing lay what appeared to be a roll of bedding, 
tucked up into an army blanket of khaki wool. The girl’s gaze 
was searching and restless on this bundle, flitting back and 
forth over it is if inwardly she were tormented by a desire to 
rescue it from the rain. She put out a hand suddenly, perhaps 
for the door handle; but at this instant a bell buzzed in some 
other part of the house. She jerked her hand back, rubbed it 
for a moment, then turned quickly, crossed the room, and 
entered the hall.- At its other end was a big door, flanked by 
greenery and topped by a fanlight. She paused in the hall, 
examining its gloom; and then before opening the door she 
clicked a wall switch, illuminating the chandelier in the ceiling. 

The {nan on the step was in the act of lighting a cigarette. 
Rain lay in his hair, which was hatless, and which also, 
though obviously once reddish, now had faded to a tawny rust 
laced with grey. He had a lean, sharp, intelligent face. The 
hands that cupped the match wore a look of mobile strength. 
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He was tall; his height was lessened by: his being somewhat 
ico Nea The girl met his gaze without speaking. Her attitude 
was watchful and reserved. 

He dropped the packet of matches into a pocket of his belted 
raincoat. He took the cigarette from his mouth. “You're 
Miss Wanderley? I’m Sader. You called me a little while 
ago.’ His eves went all over hei in one swift summing up. 

She stepped back into the hall. ‘“‘Yes. Come in, please.” 

She led the way back into the big room that joined the 
terrace and there paused as 1f uncertain about what tosay. She 
stood twisting a finger in the loop of her belt. Sader pulled 
back the raincoat and fished a wallet from the hip pocket of his 
suit. He showed her his private operator’s licence and other 
identification. ‘You don’t know me. | could be anybody.” 

“Oh, I didn’t doubt who you were. You were recommended 
to me——”’ 

“By whom?” 

“ A —a friend. Since I was quite determined—— * Apparently 
she decided not to finish this. Perhaps she felt she had ven- 
tured too quickly upon the business between them. She spent 
a moment thinking, the grey eyes studying the buttons of 
sader’s rAiucoat. 

He gave her time to make up her mind. He went over to the 
plate-glass doors and looked out at the roiling storm. ‘Over- 
due,’ he cominented. 

“Yes. It’s been dry too long.”” She sounded as if her throat 
were sultering a drouglit, too. Her tone was scratchy, nervous. 

He waited a little longer and then prodded her. “Can’t you 
tell me what kind of job 1t is?’’ She answered with an un- 
comprehending starc, so he went on‘ “‘Do you want somebody 
followed? Or does someone owe you money? Or could it be 
dirty and dramatic like blackmail?” 

She roused, shook her head. ‘It isn’t any of those things, 
Mr. Sader. I want you to find my mother. She’s missing.”’ 
As Sadar left the door she hurried over to it, pulled the 
drapcries—stiff peach-coloured brocade—not quite shut ; and 
through the space left open she peered fleetingly at the fur- 
niture on the terrace. 
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Sader took a chair; she came to sit opposite. The furniture 
was nice. Sader decided that it had cost money, quite a lot of 
money, about cight or nine years ago and had had good care 
since. There was a mahogany grand in one corner, polished 
like a mirror. The couch the girl sat on was a good deal bigger 
than the one at home in his apartment. About eighteen feet 
long, he thought. Foam rubber hadn’t been used yet when it 
was built, so the springs must be good. It looked nearly new. It 
was finished in rose velvet, and the girl made a pretty and 
harmonious picture except for the red Icather pumps. They 
clashed with the rose velvet. 

“‘How long has your mother been gone? ”’ 

“She left the house three nights ago—Tuesday—at about 
eleven o'clock. I haven’t seen or heard from her since.” 

“You've made inquiries?” 

“Oh, yes. All the usual things. Her friends. Hospitals.” 

“Jail?” 

She smiled thinly as if he had made a poor joke but should 
be rewarded a little for effort. “Yes, I even tried that.” 

“You reported her absence to the police?” 

“No. Idon’t think Mother would want it handled that way.” 

‘“They’re your best bet,’’ Sader advised. She shook her 
head. He said, “‘ Well, how about an ad in the newspaper? ”’ 

‘Are you irying to tell me you don’t want the job, Mr. 
Sader? ”’ 

It was his turn to smile. He took a last pull on his cigarette 
and crushed it out in an onyx ash ti.y on a table by his elbow. 
“Tell me about her. Name, age, inarital status. Who her 
friends are. What she likes for amusement.” He stretched his 
feet on the Persian carpet. 

The girl looked at his feet as if she thought he shouldn’t 
relax quite that much, at first. He sensed that she wanted him 
to be stirred up and worried as she was about her mother’s 
being gone. She said, ‘‘Her name 1s Felicia Wanderley and 
she’s forty-seven. Dad died seven years ago and Mother never 
remarried. She’s lived in Long Beach all her life. As for 
amusements, well, she has a few old friends she’s known for 
ages. Some of them give bridge parties, and they gu to shows.” 
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A quiver ran over the girl’s frame and Sader guessed how she 
held herself under rigid control. She was fearful, or em- 
barrassed, or mystified; or perhaps a mixture of all of these 
feelings boiled in her mind. 

“What about romantic attachments?”’ Sader asked. 

““Mother’s?”’ She waited for him to correct his impertin- 
ence and when he didn’t she reproved him with: ‘‘ Mother 
hasn’t had a man friend for years.”’ 

“ That you know of,” he put in gently. 

She was going to be stubborn about this. The grey eyes were 
stony. ‘‘No, you mustn’t expect to find anything along that 
line. Mother had long ago lost interest in men. I don’t mean 
she was narrow-minded, a prude. She liked fun. But it was all 
platonic.” 

Sader’s mouth took on a quirk. ‘How old are you?”’ 

A quick colour bloomed in her cheeks. “I’m twenty-two. I 
know what you're thinking, that I’m like one of these stupid 
teen-agers, that I think middle-aged love is nasty. You're 
wrong. I’d have liked it very much if Mother had met and 
fallen in love with a suitable man her age. It would have been 
normal and pleasant. Let’s not get confused. Mother hasn't 
eloped. She wouldn’t, anyway, without telling me.’ 

“Very well,’’ Sader said, as if chastened. ‘Where do you 
think she is?”’ 

Fright leaped in her eyes. ‘I don’t know. That’s why I 
called you.” 

They looked at each other across the space between Sader’s 
chair and her rose-velvet couch. The rhinestone earrings she 
wore glittered in the cloudy light let in by the windows. 
Between the earrings was a face that interested Sader; it had 
character as well as beauty—dquite a bit of character for a girl 
just twenty-two. Iler make-up had been applied lightly and 
skilfully. Sader took a small dog-eared notebook and a pen 
from his coat. He leafed through the book to a blank page. 
“Where were you when she left the house? ”’ 

_“T was in my bathroom doing some stockings,” the girl 
answered. ‘Mother rapped at the door, and when I answered 
she peeped in. She said she’d called a cab and was going out 
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for a short while, but that I wasn’t to worry if she happened to 
be late.”’ 

Sader asked, “‘What was she wearing?”’ 

“A white blouse, silk, with pleats down the front. Green 
slacks. A beaver coat. It’s a very nice coat. She carried a big 
brown handbag.”’ 

“How much money in it?” 

“T don’t know.” 

“Anything on her head?” 

“She had a green scarf wound to keep her hair back.” 

Sader tapped the notebook with the blunt end of the pen and 
looked at Miss Wanderley. ‘‘Did she give you any hint of 
where she was going?’ When the girl shook her head, he said, 
“Was that the usual thing?” 

She hesitated. ‘‘She nearly always told me where she meant 
to go. And yet I didn’t think too much about it, then. I didn’t 
worry. One of Mother’s cronies keeps pretty late hours. Some- 
times she calls Mother to meet her somewhere, some bar or 
other. I thought that may have happened Tuesday night.” 

“And did it?” 

‘No. Tina Griffin says she didn’t meet Mother.” 

“Does your mother drink quite a bit?” 

“Not too much.”’ Miss Wanderley’s expression showed her 
distaste for the query, perhaps for Sader’s presuming to ask it. 
Then she decided to add to her answer. “I suppose most 
people, if they drink at all, drink more as they get older.” 

“TI suppose most of us do,”’ he agreed. He noted that she 
controlled the sharp glance she must have wanted to give him. 
He examined the room again. “ How does your mother make 
her living? ”’ 

“She dabbles some in real estate. It’s just a side line with 
her. Dad left property that supports us.” 

Sader sat quietly for a couple of minutes. “Does your 
mother keep any record of appointments? ” 

“Yes, but in a haphazard fashion. I’ll get her desk memo.” 
She rose and hurried from the room and was gone for several 
minutes. During this time Sader strolled over to the glass door 
and looked out. He put away the pen and notebook and lit a 
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cigarette. Outdoors, big drops were pelting the glass and 
wending their way downward in twiggy patterns, and, beyond, 
the flagstone terrace with its gay swing and the awning- 
covered lounges looked like a circus lost in the rain. A corner 
of the army blanket which covered the roll of stuff in the swing 
had worked loose, and under it showed a scrap of something 
else that looked like wet fur. Sader studied it thoughtfully. 
Then he heard Miss Wanderley’s returning steps and turned 
around. 

She stopped just inside the door as if his position surprised 
her. “Is something wrong? ”’ 

“' Just taking a stretch.”” He went back to the couch and she 
met him there. She carried a large photograph in a silver 
frame and a leather-bound desk pad. She handed him the 
picture. 

“It was taken last year. It’s a very good likeness.”’ 

He’d seen the picture before; its familiarity teased him. 

“Mother never has looked her age,”’ the girl continued. 
“‘She’s small and slender. There’s no trace of grey in her hair. 
Most people think she’s in her thirties.” 

“Until they meet you.” 

She smiled fleetingly. ‘‘Yes. Until ...andif...they meet 
me.” 

He looked at her over the cigarette. She and her mother did 
not much resemble each other. There was something solid 
behind the girl’s prettiness, some quality of common sense or 
directness that he could sense; but the woman in the picture 
was like a fluffy bird. The small face was tipped up to meet the 
camera, perhaps also to give a flattering neckline. The soft 
hair curled and clung about the mother’s throat. It was the 
expression of the mouth he instantly disliked. Bee-stung, he 
thought; that’s what they used to call it. Actresses pouted 
like that in the twenties. 

He gave her the framed picture. “If you have one, I'd 
prefer a snapshot. To take with me.” 

_She nodded. “Yes, I'll get one.” She handed him the memo 
ad. 
He sat down to leaf through it. As she had said, the entries 
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were scattered and, to him, mostly meaningless. On Monday 
Mrs. Wanderley had written : 


Beauty Shop 10:30 

(Try the henna?) 

See the man, house on Plenty Street 
Phone 201-111 

Margot’s, drinks, 5 


He turned the sheet to Tuesday. 


Licence for Tootsie 

Get refund an car . . .§65, no less 
Cleaner’s 

Charlre Ott. Plenty Street, 3:15 


The girl was bending over the back of his chair. He flipped 
the pages. “J judge you've studied these.” 

“Yes. This Mr. Ott has a duplex he wants Mother to scll 
for him. Margot is one of her old friends. She has a home on 
Signal Hill. I called her today and she said Mother was there 
Monday, late in the afternoon, and didn’t stay too long.” 

‘Have you phoned Mr. Ott?”’ 

“T tried. 1 haven't found him in yet.’ Worry underscored 
each word. 

‘Who's Tootsie? ”’ 

The girl drew a sharp breath. “Our little dog. On Tuesday 
Mother got a new licence for her, about eleven according to the 
man at the pound. The item abour her car concerns an argu- 
inent she’s having with the garage over some repairs. They 
say she came in around noon, talked to the service manager, 
didn’t settle anything, and left. That’s the last definite check 
I’ve been able to make.” 

Sader closed the desk memo, put it down, and took out his 
own notebook and did some scribbling. “‘I want names and 
addresses, your mother’s friends.” 

She hesitated, and then out of sight behind him, she spoke 
in a rush. ‘Before you start, shouldn’t we discuss your fee, 
or wages?” 
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Sader didn’t turn to look at her. “It’s thirty-five a day, 
plus expenses.’’ To himself he thought, that’s going to stop 
her. She’ll tell me she'll think it over and let me know. This 
house and everything in it speaks of a careful management of 
money—except that stuff getting drowned on the terrace. 

But she said, “ That's all right. Do you want an advance? ”’ 

“No. I'll send a bill when 1’m finished.” 

“When you’ve found Mother, you mean?” 

Now Sader looked back at her. “When I can tell you where 
she is.”’ 

She smuled the brief, disconcerted smile. ‘‘ You mean—if 
she’s run off and won’t see anyone, but yqu trace her somehow. 
Is that it?”’ ; 

‘Am I right in thinking that you want to know whether 
your mother is alive and well and operating under her own 
power and volition? That she isn’t in trouble, or suffering 
from amnesia?’ 

The grey cyes were cloudy with torment. ‘I guess that 
sums it up.’ 

“T can’t drag her back if she doesn’t want to come. People 
walk out on their old lives all the time. When they’re through, 
they're through.”’ 

“There isn’t any romance.”’ The girl’s tone was definite, 
dismissing any question, “I'll trust you to do whatever needs 
to be done.”’ 

Sader handed her the notebook. “Give me the names of her 
friends and where I can find them. And then get me a snap- 
shot.” 

“Yes, sir,’’ she said primly, and sat down to write. 


Sader climbed the stairs and walked down the hall to his 
office. The light was grey. The clouds had settled low over the 
city. He pushed in through the door ; the small outer room was 
empty. In the inner office his partner, Dan Scarborough, was 
waiting for him. 

Dan was younger than Sader, taller, heavier. He dressed 
carefully. He had a stocky frame, a shock of black hair, and 
the expression on his good-looking face was usually eager and 
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helpful, ‘what Sader called his St. Bernard’s look. He said, 
“Hi. Had lunch?” 

“I took a call. I guess I forgot lunch. What about the job 
for Ajoukian?” 

“T saw the old man,” said Dan. “The son has been missing 
since Tuesday. He went out in the evening for a few drinks, 
and maybe a little business afterward, and didn’t come home 
again. From what I could get out of the old man, his business 
now is buying and selling o11 shares. He’s a close-mouthed 
old bugger where money lies. I met the son’s wife, too. Any- 
body who’d walk out on a dish like that ought to have his 
head examined. Here’s a couple of sandwiches.”” He opened a 
drawer of his desk and took out a brown paper bag. 

The two desks sat back to back. They were.stcel desks, 
painted olive green. The rug was oatmeal-coloured. The only 
other furniture in the room besides the two desks and their 
matching cliairs was a red leather lounge under the windows. 
Sader threw his raincoat on the lounge and went over to Dan’s 
desk and examined the inside of the paper bag. “This time 
it’s peanut butter?”’ 

“Sardines,” said Dan virtuously. ‘Don’t you kpow it’s 
Vriday?”’ 

“T’m astonished that you remembered it,’”’ Sader said. He 
took out 2 sardine sandwich and sat on the corner of Dan’s 
desk to eat it. “I’ve got a job, too. A disappearance. A 
woman named Felicia Wanderley dropped from sight on 
Tuesday night. Her daughter wants her back.” 

“Lots of people going away from Long Beach,’ said Dan 
thoughtfully. “And it’s not such a big town, as towns go. 
Both skipping out on Tuesday—could there be a connection?” 

Sader was looking at the window, where rain hung on the 
glass like a pattern in sequins. “We've both lived in Long 
Beach so long, we think of it as it used to be. The way it was 
before the war. A village, you might say. The town’s grown 
up. If the Wanderley woman knew Ajoukian, it would be a 
miracle.” 

“It would save time if they were together,” Dan suggested, 
munching sardines. 
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“The Wanderleys are old, Iowa-style society,” Sader said. 
‘Pioneers, financed by mortgages. I know the type, I grew 
up in this town. They used to own all the big homes along 
Ocean Avenue, and they were acquainted only with each 
other.”’ 

“Like the Cabots and God:”’ 

“Now they’re smothered in Long Beach’s new rich, the café 
owners, the car-agency millionaires, the oil crowd.” 

“The oil crowd isn’t new,’’ Dan corrected. ‘‘They swooped 
in here in the twenties.”’ 

“The oil crowd is new compared to people hke the Wan- 
derleys. And what is Ajoukian? ” 

“Now you sound like a goddam snob,” Dan said. 

“IT mean, what is Ajoukian if you were Mrs. Wanderley?” 

“From his picture, I’d say tha tto any dame under ninety 
Ajoukian was hell on wheels. It’s just my opinion,” Dan 
answered, licking his fingers. 
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“ AJOUKIAN, SR., must be over sixty. White hair. Lots of 
writtkles. Shakes a bit. He’s really excited about his son’s 
disappearance. The wife—well, that blonde fluffy kind, they’ve 
always got somcthing like a manicure on their minds.’’ Dan 
sighed. 

‘The wife’s good-looking? ”’ 

Dan puckered up and whistled in reply, a tribute to the 
manv perfections of Mrs. Ajoukian. ‘I could describe her in 
detail, but you might think I wasn’t a gentleman,” he summed 
up. “As for Ajoukian, Jr.: the old man showed me a photo. 
Junior’s dark, very masculine, sulky. I didn’t take in too much 
at first unti] I saw the sly attention the old man was giving 
me. Then I did u double take. He expected me not to like 
the guy, his own son, and he was enjoying that expectation. 
Ajoukian the younger has what Valentino used to have. You 
name it. And before vcu say anything, Papa, may I remind 
you I don’t remember Mr. Valentino except from secing the 
old films on TV.” He smirked wisely at his partner. ‘I would 
say that the young Ajoukian .woks dangerous in a sexual 
manner. He might leap at a girt out of dark corners, even if 
he was married to her, just for kicks.’’ 

Sader smiled faintly. “What kind of place do they have?” 

“Oh, big and rustic. You know what they’re doing now out 
in Garden Grove. Ranches, all ranches Farmhouse, barn, 
stalls, splitrail fences, pasture. duckpond, orange grove, 
walnuts—-and all on one and a half acres. The Ajoukians 
are pretty used to it; they show no signs of having lived for 
twenty years on the Hill behind Father Ajoukian’s junk tool 
yard. Mama Ajoukian died a few years back, as I remember. 
I guess that must have been the signal to move. She probably 
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spoke with a thicker Syrian accent than Father’s. Be agony, 
dragging her to cocktail parties in that neck of the woods.” 

“They'll have no trouble standing the tariff,” Sader 
said. 

“No, and Father Ajoukian even offered a bonus if we find the 
son within three days.”’ 

“When did Ajoukian start buying oil shares?” 

“Don’t know. He didn’t say. He was so very, very cautious 
about giving away any business secrets, I couldn’t help 
wondering if part of the technique was rubbing widows and 
orphans. He muttered something about having an eye on an 
old well that wasn’t doing too much but might produce better 
if it were rebored, or whatever they do to oil wells. Young 
Ajoukian went out at cight o’clock Tuesday night. He just 
never came home again.” 

“What’s your best lead? ’’ Sader asked. 

“The Hill, of course,’’ said Dan. ‘And brother, do I hate 
the stink of oil and gas and that boozy steam thev have 
coming out of pipes all over.’’ He looked into the paper bag 
and saw it was empty. “Do you think I could kill that fish 
flavour with a shot of rum?”’ 

“The hsh won’t care.”” Sader had finished his own sand- 
wich. He went out into the ante-room where the water cooler 
stood in a corner with a rack of paper cups. He drank two cups 
of water and came back to the inner office. ‘Did Ajoukian’s 
father give you a picture?” 

‘‘Didn’t have one to spare. But look, the Ajoukians, father 
and son, have been on the Hill in one way or another for 
umpteen years. Everybody knows them, I shouldn't have any 
trouble running down anybody who saw him Tuesday night.”’ 

“That's right.”’ 

“What're you going to do to begin on this Wandcrley 
woman? ’’ 

“The taxi,” Sader said. “‘She’s supposed to have taken a 
cab from home.” 

But within thirty-five minutes Sader knew that no woman 
had ordered a cab late Tuesday night from Scotland Place. 

It was a point he decided to clarify at once, since Miss 
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Wanderley’s mention of the cab had been casual. He tele- 
phoned her. She came on the wire with a breathless murmur. 
“Hello? Kay Wanderley speaking.”’ 

“ This is Sader again. I’ve been trying to run down the driver 
of the cab your mother took Tuesday night. I can’t find 
him.”’ 

“Qh, I should have told you,” she said, still breathless. ‘‘A 
friend—this same friend who recommended you’’—-(Who in 
hell is he, Sader wondered?)—“ knows an official in one of the 
taxi firms here. He checked for us, his company and the 
others, and couldn’t find any record of her call. He said there 
were two possibilities.” 

‘She didn’t take a cab,’’ Sader said. ‘‘Or she just hailed one 
passing by, and he happened to be knocking dewn on the 
company.” 

“Yes, that’s what the conclusion was.” 

‘“T wanted to be sure I'd heard you right,” Sader said. “She 
did tell you she'd called a taxi?” 

‘I —I’m pretty sure that’s what she said.” 

“She couldn't have said. ‘I’m going to get a taxi’?”’ 

There was silence on the other end of the wire. Then Kay 
Wanderley made up her mind. “I don’t think so.”’ 

“T'd like your permission to offer a reward to any driver who 
can give us information, Sader told her. ‘Not using your 
mother’s name, of course. Just a description. There won’t be 
any clue to your mother’s identity.”’ 

‘Tt’s okay,’’ she answered, the first slang he’d heard her use. 

She hadn’t asked how big the reward should be, but Sader 
told her he thought it should be at least fifty dollars. That 
sum should smoke out something if there was anything to get. 
Even a driver who was cheating his company would be tempted 
to contact Sader privately. 

She listened and agreed. Then Satrr added: “Is there any- 
thing else I ought to know? Anything else you’ve done already 
on your own? Or anything’’—he searched for a phrasc— 
‘anything that’s frightened you?”’ 

There was a long silence then, and during the time Sader 
wondered, as he had on first hearing the girl’s story, why she 
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had waited three days past her mother’s disappearance to ask 
help on it. Most daughters in similar straits, he thought, 
would have rushed down to the police that first morning. Of 
course, there had been the help offered by the mysterious 
friend of whom Miss Wanderley had spoken, the friend who 
seemed to know Sader enough to recommend him for the job 
of finding Mama. Sader speculated as to whether the friend 
night be someone he’d known in the Army. Then the girl’s 
voice crackled on the wire. 

“Tl call you if I think of anything further,” she said with 
the touch of priminess he remembered. 

“Good-bye, then,’’ said Sader. 

“Good-bye.” 

I'd like to talk to your friend, he thonght, looking at the 
phone and imagining Miss Wandcrley stilllistening. Was he the 
one who cautioned you against publicity? Did he remind you 
of some tailing, some escape, which might explain Mama's 
running away? And if Mother Wanderley didn’t have any 
romantic notions, do you? And 1s he it? 

The office was empty, Dan having made his departure after 
downing the shot of rum. Sauder dropped the dog-eared note- 
book on the desk and leafed it to the pages of scribbling about 
Mrs. Wanderley. He found the telephone number, 20I-111, 
dialled it. A man’s voice came on. “Hello.” 

“Mr. Ott?” 

“That’s right.” Mr. Ott’s tone was growling, impatient. 
He was in a hurry, or he had things on his mind. He didn’t 
sound as if he had much information to give over the tele- 
phone. 

Sader said, *‘I’m selling insurance, Mr. Ott. We’ve got a 
splendid new policy for people like you.”’ 

“People like me don’t need insurance,’’ Mr. Ott growled, 
and hung up. 

“You interest me,” Sader said into the dead phone, “and 
for that I shall give you some personal attention. As soon as 
I spread the word about Miss Wanderley’s fifty dollar reward.”’ 
He slapped the book shut and stuck it into his pocket, and 
left the office, making sure that the hall door was securely 
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locked. There were no records, no money, but there was 
Dan’s rum. He was fond of it ; he wouldn’t want it stolen. 

Mr. Ott’s duplex dwelling was located on an east-west street 
above the traffic of Highway ror, which crosses Long Beach 
just below the fringe of Signal Hill. His house faced north 
and must on sunny days give a view of the heights of the Hill, 
its pin-cushion tangle of derricks, tanks, and the towers of 
refineries. Sader parked a half block from the place, after 
passing it once. Rain washed down his windshield in a steady 
torrent, was only momentarily swept aside by the wipers. 
Judging by what he could see through the wet glass, Mr. 
Ott’s duplex was an up-and-down affair, and somewhat beuter 
built and kept than the 1est of the neighbourhood. The lower 
half was finished in white pine siding, the upper in blue 
stucco. Tle ornamental shutters were stone-grey, the porch 
steps pamted red. Sader decided that Mr. Ott was perhaps a 
painter, or perhaps had spruced up the place for Mrs. Wan- 
derley to sell it. 

He Ieft the car without locking it, walked quickly through 
the downpour to Mr. Ott’s front porch. He rang the bell and 
waited. 

Shuffling steps sounded inside, the door drew open, and a 
giant of a man looked out at him through the screen. He had 
an immense tangle of fuz. y gicy hair, about two days growth 
of whiskers, and underwear which buttoned up the front—if 
there had been buttons. Right row it was pmned up the 
front, and the pants below had the suspenders hanging, as if 
Mr. Ott had been about to put on a shirt, or to shave. 

Sader said politely, ‘I’m sorry to disturb you, Mr. Ott, but 
I’m making inquiries about a friend of yours who has dis- 
appeared. May I talk to your” 

Ott’s glance congealed with what Sader tovk for enmity. ‘‘ You 
mean Felicia Wanderley? Nuh, I den't know where she is.”’ 

“You had heard that she disappeared? ”’ 

‘Margot Cole told me. She said Felicia’s girl had been 
telephoning everybody.” 

Sader touched the handle of the screen door tentatively. 
“Do you mind if I come in?”’ 
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Ott drew back grudgingly, and Sader took this as an in- 
vitation to open the screen and follow him into the house. 
They passed down a short hall and into Mr. Ott’s living-room. 
The house needed the touch of a broom in about the same 
degree as Mr. Ott needed the application of a razor, The 
furnishings weren’t worn or shabby, though there was a Jack 
of taste, harmony ; and right now everything was quite dustv. 
Nothing here resembled the glossy, settled luxury of the 
Wanderley home, and this caused Sader to wonder about the 
acquaintance between Mrs. Wanderley and Ott. 

Ott sat down on the cdge of a chair, gingerly, as if Sader’s 
presence made him ill at ease. Sader said, “Did you sce Mrs. 
Wanderlev on Tuesday? ”’ 

“She was here for ten or fifteen minutes, waiting for a buyer 
to show up. He didn’t come and she decided he hadn’t been 
serious,” 

In the moment of silence following, above the wash of rain 
at the windows, Sader heard a whistle on the Hill, a high hoarse 
blast ; and he wondered how Dan was getting along up there, 
asking after young Ajoukian “Was there anything unusual 
about Mrs. Wanderley? In her manner. In what she said.” 

“Not a thing.’”” Ott supported his paunch by foldiny his 
hands under it. “She got sore abuut the guy not coming 
around after he'd said he would. That’s all.” 

“What was his name?” 

“She didn’t tell me. You know how real-estate people are. 
They try to be so damned mvsterious. Afraid you and the 
buyer might get together without them.’ He sucked his front 
teeth loudly. 

“How was she dressed? ”’ 

Ott looked disgusted. “‘How would I know? She had on 
clothes- -a dress, I guess, coat, hat, shoes.” 

“A fur coat?” 

“JT don’t remember. I’ve got no memory for women’s 
doodads.” 

Sader took out cigarettes, offered Ott the pack. Ott took a 
cigarette after a moment's hesitation, then looked it over as if 
suspecting Sader of some trick. After Sader had lit both 
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cigarettes, he said, ‘‘What do you think might have happened 
to Mrs. Wanderley? Would she have walked out on her home 
and her daughter? ”’ 

Ott’s eyes narrowed; he didn’t look at Sader but at the 
burning tip of the cigarette in his hand. ‘‘ Women,” he said, 
as if this summed it all up. 

Sader waited a moment or two, then persisted, “‘ You think 
she would have? ”’ 

“They'll do anything,’ Ott growled. 

“How did you meet her? How long ago?”’ Sader saw Ott’s 
anger, just under the surface, and added. “I’m not trying to 
pry into your affairs. I’m on a job, part of the work is asking 
questions. Don’t take it personally.” 

Ott drew heavily on the cigarette. He moved back a little 
in the chair. “I met Felicia Wanderley a lon? time ago. I 
knew her husband before he died. We drilled a few wells 
together. What I mean is, I drilled them. He put up the 
money.” 

A bell rang in the recess of Sader’s mind. He said, ‘Do you 
know a father and son named Ajoukian?’”’ 

Ott looked at him through the smoke. “That crumb? Who 
don’t? I been gypped by him plenty when I was oit the Hill 
and had to rustle up some tools in a hurry. Thank God I got 
out of the vil game.’’ He drew on the cigarette, then added, 
“T’m talking about the old man. I don’t know young 
Ajoukian.”’ 

“Do you think Felicia Wand: rley knew these people? ’”’ 

Ott’s fuzzy grey brows climbe ] toward his hairline. ‘‘How 
would she? ”’ 

“ Ajoukian’s business these last few years isn't selling tools, 
it’s investing in oil shares.”’ 

“That still wouldn't bring them together,’’ Ott. said. 
“Wanderley and I drilled, and we sold. It’s all gone years 
ago.” 

‘She has no interest in any oil properties? ”’ 

“Nothing I know of,’’ Ott answered slowly. “I don’t get 
the drift, mister. Why are you trying to connect her with the 
Ajoukians?”’ 
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“Young Ajoukian dropped from sight on the day Mrs. 
Wanderley disappeared, Tuesday.” 

Ott sat still and silent for a minute. ‘ You’re working on 
that, too?” 

‘‘My partner’s on the Hill now, asking about Ajoukian.”’ 

Ott got up and walked restlessly across the room to the 
windows. The curtains looked dusty; he pushed them aside 
and Sader saw the glass, sparkling with water. “The old man 
made a lot uf money,” he said finally, without looking at 
Sader. “He had a shack back of his yard, and kept his old 
lady there. He’d have sheltered a cow better. What I say 
about women, it don’t applv to Mrs. Ajoukian. She was square 
and decent and kindhearted. She fed anybody she figured was 
hungry, providing Ajoukian wasn’t there to keep her from 
giving food away. She whitewashed the inside of the shack, 
she kept the kids clean—they had a little girl: she died—and 
my guess is she never had any idea the money Ajoukian made. 
She was too ignorant to know about banks ‘Too duimb to 
know her own rights.’’ He came back to his chair and sat down 
in it, solidly this tune. “‘We got off Mrs. Wanderley.” 

“T’m glad you could fill in even a little about the Ajoukians,”’ 
Sader told him. “T’ll pass along whai you’ve told me to my 
partner. Sometimes the secret of what’s happencd lics in the 
background, sometimes a long way back into the past.’’ 

‘“T haven't seen the Ajoukians, father nor son, for yrars,’’ 
Ott said quickly. “I heard he’d moved out of town and that 
his son got married.” 

“You never heard Mrs. Wanderley mention them? ”’ 

“Nuh. Wouldshe know somcbody whe made money in junk?” 

‘“My partner saw young Ajoukian’s picture. He says the 
boy is handsome.” 

Ott showed no spark of interest, and Sader wondered if he 
could be as indifferent as he seemed. “J guess he don’t 
resemble his old man. Look, if this is all you got to ask- —-”’ 

Sader stood up promptly. “Just one thing more Did Mrs. 
Wanderley come here Tuesday in a taxi?” 

Ott shook his head. “I don’t know. Could be. I didn’t see 
a cab. I had the idea she might have come on the bus.” 
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Sader snapped his fingers in vexation. The big yellow buses 
were so much a part of Long Beach’s congested traffic picture 
that he’d ignored thei. And as clearly as if he were looking 
at one now, he imagined the yellow behemoth stopping at the 
corner of Ocean Avenue, opposite the entrance to Scotland 
Place, and Mrs. Wanderley stepping into the glow of its head- 
lights Tuesday night. 

“ Her car’s laid up,’’ Ott was saying. “She put it in a garage.”’ 

“Yes, I know that.’’ Sader moved toward the hall. I’m so 
used to driving a car, he thought in self-scorn, I forget that 
some people still use public transportation. And his thoughts 
added, if Mrs. Wanderley took a hus from Scotland Place and 
got off downtown, vou’ll have one hell of a time tracing her. 
Unless she asked for a transfer, and the driver remembers. 

At the door he offered his hand to Ott and the biB man took 
it, though with a hinl of reluctance. Ott’s fingers were 
flabby and warm and a hittle sticky. He muttered, half 
embarrassed, “ Well, now, I'll go back to my nap.” 

He hadn’t been about to don a shirt, then, nor shave. He’d 
been in bed. Sader said, “If you hear from Mrs. Wanderley, 
hear anything about her, will you call her daughter, or me?” 
He gave Ott his business card. 

“Sader and Scarborough,” Ott read aloud, slowly. “Sure, 
Cll call.” 

Sader went back to his car and drove away. The hope that 
Mrs. Wanderley had taken a bus on Tuesday night stayed with 
him until evening, until he had ru - down and questioned the 
last driver who might possibly l.ave picked her up in the 
vicinity of Scotland Place. Then Sader was faced with the 
truth. It was beginning to look as if Mrs. Wandcrley had 
vanished in the very instant in which she had closed the door 
of Kay Wanderley’s bathroom. 

There was some other explanation, of course. Someone in a 
car had picked her up. A mythica. somebody. Yeah, Sader 
told himself, a wraith. 

Among the tangle of other ideas, he played with one which 
suggested that Mrs. Wanderley might never have left home at 
all. 
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SADER drove back downtown, turned west on Broadway, left 
the car in a parking lot, and walked to his office just off Pine. 
It was dark now. The pavements were black and shining under 
the street lights. In the office he found Dan putting on his 
overcoat. ‘‘Going to eat?” 

“Yeah. I've got a treat coming. Mrs. Ajoukian just called. 
She thinks 1 ought to come out to their place and let them 
feed me. She wants to know, do J like lobster? I said yes, if it’s 
thermidor, and since this is Friday.” 

“You'd say yes anytime.”’ Sader threw down his raincoat 
and sat down at his desk and ran a hand over his reddish, 
greying head. ' 

“You look tired, Papa,’’ Dan said solicitously. ‘‘ How’s Mrs. 
Wanderley coming along? You want her daughter to ask you 
to dinner? I could drop a hint.” 

Sader leaned back in the chair, took out cigarettes. 

“That’s another thing. You're smoking yourself to 
death.” 

Sader struck a match. ‘‘Tell me about young Ajoukian.”’ 

“T can’t get a lead,’’ Dan complained. ‘‘Oh, I don’t mean 
I didn’t get information. I went up on the Hill, I talked to 
guys in ficld offices, in tool warehouses, on derricks, on top of 
tanks. They all know young Ajoukian. Nobody seems to dis- 
like him too much.” 

“ And—Tuesday? ”’ 

‘Some of them thought they might have seen him Tuesday. 
Nobody was sure.”’ 

Sader blew smoke at the olive-green desk top ; it fanned there, 
floated in the air. The rain was a whisper at the window, 
underlining the quiet of the room. Dan took the bottle from 
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his desk drawer, and poured himself a shot of rum, and 
tossed it off. Sader watched his movements without seeing 
them. He was reviewing the day. It had begun with the call 
from Mr. Ajoukian. After the nondescript cases which had 
filled recent weeks, the Ajoukian affair had roused Sader’s 
interest and promised something more involved than shadow- 
ing dead beats and errant husbands. He was vaguely famihar 
with the career of Ajoukian, Sr., since the rise of the immi- 
grant had been spectacular enough to invite newspaper com- 
ment. Ajoukian was always referred to as an oil-tool tycoon. 
The yard at the top of the Hill, tucked in among pumping 
wells, as Sader recalled it, had been full of rusty junk, and he 
seemed to recall also that more than once the police had bren 
interested in Mr. Ajoukian’s sources of supply. 

The thought of young Ajoukian walking out on all this had 
intrigued Sader. 

“T ran into a coincidence,” he told Dan. Dan paused at the 
door. Sader continued, ‘‘I scratched an old friend of Mrs. 
Wanderley and uncovered an old enemy of Ajoukian’s.’’ 

Dan hurried back to the desk. “Hey, you remember what 
I said this morning? I told you——-”’ 

“T said comncidence,’’ Sader put in. He went on to tell Dan 
about Ott, what Ott had said about young Ajoukian’s dead 
mother. “Ott lives just below Signal Hill. He used to drill 
up there. Of course hea known Ajoukian. There must be 
hundreds hke him scattered all over Southern California.” 

Dan drummed his fingers on the lesk. “ Yeah, but he knuws 
Mrs. Wanderley. There's a connection, Jim. I feel it. I’ve 
got a hunch.” 

“You're hypnotized by Tuesday,’ Sader said calmly. 
‘‘When you’ve been in this racket as long as I have, you’ll 
learn better.” 

“You sound old, Papa.” 

Sader got up and went out to the water cooler and got a 
drink. When he came back, he said, “Run along to dinner. 
I’m going to phone Miss Wanderley. Then I’m going home.”’ 
He turned his back to Dan and began to dial Kay Wander- 
ley’s number. 
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He knew she was crying before she said a word. Then he 
had to listen to her apologies. She didn’t want him to think 
she had expected results so quickly. 

“What is it, then?”’ he asked. 

‘“I—I kept thinking she’d just walk in,’ Kay Wanderley 
sobbed. “‘Any minute, I expected her step in the hall. I 
listened for her voice. Only now it’s raining, a rainy night, 
and all at once I don’t—I don’t really expect her any more.” 

“Yes, I know what you mean. Shall I come out and talk 
to you?” 

Her voice was a whisper. ‘Please. Would you?” 

Dinner postponed, Sader told himself, getting his raincoat. 


It turned out that there was a housekeeper, a grey mouse of 
about fifty with an air of motherly distinction. She took his 
coat in the hall, surveyed his suit as if resisting an impulse to 
jerk it off him for cleaning and pressing, and told him Miss 
Wanderley was waiting for him in the living-room. He lit a 
cigarette before moving on, and she said, ‘‘ Lovely tubacco!”’ 
in a noticeably English accent. 

Kay Wanderley was standing at the living-room door. 
“Annie, we might as well eat at once.”” She looked at Sader. 
“ That 1s, if you'll have dinner with us.” 

‘Thanks, I’d appreciate that.’”” Out of Sader’s mind drifted 
the prospect of the cafeteria meal, the steam-washed food, 
crowded tables. 

Annie had turned, but Kay said, ‘Mrs. Simms, I’d like to 
present Mr. Sader. He’s the private detective who's looking 
for Mother.” 

“So happy to meet you.”’ Maybe she meant it. She bustled 
away like a small busy hen. 

Kay led him into the living-room. As she walked ahead, he 
sized up her outfit. She wore a grey dress, a glowing misty 
silk that reminded him of the colour of her eyes. Black 
pumps. The rhinestones, glittering under the lights. She 
turned, and he noted the soft hair curling in gauzy feathers 
over her temples. She was a pretty woman, he thought. Kid, 
he corrected bimself. 
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The marks of tears had been dusted over with powder, but 
they were there. 

Sader said, ‘‘I take it you’ve talked thoroughly with your 
housekeeper.”’ 

She faced him in the middle of the room. ‘‘She knows just 
what I do. She was in bed when Mother left Tuesday night.”’ 
There was an instant’s hesitation, as though she was tempted 
to add something to this. Sader was aware of prickling im- 
patience, sensing a fact being withheld. Then Kay sat down, 
indicating a chair for him. ‘‘Annie’s been with us for years. 
She’s an extremely motherly woman. She never had a family 
of her own. She emigrated from England when she was a girl. 
She talks often of going back there, and she has spells of 
sticking to her position, as she calls it. At such times she’s a 
bit formal in manner. Sometimes she and Mother had little 
spats. Annie can be dictatorial in a sweet way.”’ 

Sader could well imagine the dignified, motherly Annie run- 
ning the house to suit herself. ‘‘ Did you ask her if she’d heard 
a car in Scotland Place at about the time your mother left?”’ 

Kay shook her head. ‘“‘She would have mentioned it. You 
mean, the taxi?” 

“T don’t believe your mother took a taxi. And belatedly, I 
found she didn’t ride the Ocean Avenue bus downtown, either. 
Could someone have picked her up?”’ 

“You mean, a friend happening by? It doesn’t seem likely.”’ 

“She didn’t telephone a cab company,”’ Sader pointed out. 
“She may have expected to hail o:e. That doesn’t seem 
logical, though, considering how late it was. I keep wondering 
if, for some reason of her own, she deliberately misled you 
about the cab.”’ 

He saw fresh tears in the grey eyes and disliked himself 
heartily. 

He added, “I’ve been wondcring who advised you to go slow 
about making inquiries, who told you aut to go to the police.” 

She bit her lip. “I wanted to do what Mother would prefer. 
She literally loathed the police. She had a run-in with them 
about a traffic fine; she said they were goons and liars. She 
said it right out in court.” 
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Now Sader suddenly recalled where he had seen the photo- 
graph of Mrs. Wanderley. It had been printed in the local 
paper some months past, under a line that read something like 
Soctety Matron in Tantrum before Bar. He smiled a little to let 
Kay Wanderley know he didn’t take it too seriously. “I think 
the time has come to bring the police in.” 

“But aren’t you ’’ She broke off, Annie had stopped 
before the door. 

“Dinner is served, Miss Kay.”’ 

They went into the dining-room. The long mahogany table 
was set with a full formal service, snowy linen mats, sparkling 
crystal and china, ornate silver that looked old and well buffed 
from years of polishing. Candles glowed in tall silver holders. 
Sader felt awkward as he pulled out Kay’s chair, pushed it 
under her as she sat down. He offered to do thc same for 
Annie, but she smiled swectly. “‘I’ll serve, sir.”’ 

“Oh, just bring the food and sit down, Annie,”’ said 
Kay. 

Annie brought the soup and they began to eat it. Annie 
kept an eye on Kay as if the girl were a child who might be 
stubborn and have to he fed. When the soup was gune Annie 
took away the plates. 

Kay said, “Aren’t you going on with the job?”’ 

“Yes,” Sader answered, “I've just begun. But I want the 
police to know, to have a record of your mother’s disappear- 
ance. Then if something comes in, something I'd have no 
chance of knowing, they’ll fit it in.”’ As he said this and waited 
for her answer, he was struck by a comparison between this 
case and the one involving young Ajoukian. Why did he have 
this sense of urgency over Mrs. Wanderley, and not about the 
junk-dealer’s son? He rejected Dan’s theory of snobbery and 
then found himself trying to explain his idea to Kay. “You 
see, with a woman, there’s always an added risk beyond 
mugging and robbery. And frequently that added element 
leads to violence. If your mother turns up somewhere—— ”’ 

Her gaze seemed turned inward, looking at such scenes as 
Sader could only guess. 

‘ijn such condition that she isn’t able to tell them what 
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has happened to her, or even who she is; for example, too 
hysterical or ill——”’ 

Kay’s thoughts went a step beyond; he saw her lips form 
the word dead soundlessly. 

“then the police, looking through their records on missing 
people, will check with you. You’d want to know at once, 
wouldn't you, if your mother is found? It could be anywhere. 
She could have been taken to another town, even another state.”’ 

She sat rigid, unanswering, and he couldn't tell if he had made 
any impression. Annie came in with a roast of beef, which she 
carved expertly on a serving cart. She whittled the potato she 
allowed the girl, and Sader got the impression that Kay’s every 
bite was carefully totted up in calories. No gravy, though he 
was given a double ladleful. Kay ate the lean meat, the veget- 
ables, and salad without paying any attention to the-food. 

Annie said to Sader across the candle glow, “It’s been ages 
since we had a guest to dinner.”’ She smiled; but Sader 
decided that she wouldn’t consider him as being in the same 
category as the Wanderley’s usual company. The remark had 
been made for the girl's benefit. 

If Kay heard the remark, she ignored it. She finished the 
plate of food with an aur of relief. Sader got the impression she 
was very near the breaking point. She had faced something, 
the possibihty her mother might be dead, which she had 
denicd to herself up until now. The dreadful word must be 
chasing itself in her head. Behind the exhaustion in her cyes 
he saw despair like a closing vice. 

He pulled out her chair. “I’ve ‘een a rude guest. I’ve 
spoiled dinner for you.”’ 

She stood, looked at Lim blankly. ‘Wait till tomorrow to 
tell the police. When I—-when I turn it over to them, I’ll know 
for sure. I’ll give up hope.”’ 

‘Do you want me to go on, then?” 

“Of course.’ She led the way back toward the living-room, 
but Sader stopped in the hall. He had a hunch that if he left 
now she might fall into bed where she belonged. Sweetly 
tyrannical Annie would see to that. 

“T’ve got some more to do tonight,’ he said. ‘‘I’m going to 
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run down your mother’s bar-hopping friend, the one you said 
called her sometimes.”’ 

“Tina didn’t see Mother Tuesday.”’ 

“T just want to talk to her,” Sader said firmly. “‘What’s 
the usual hangout this early in the evening?” 

“Try the Starshine on Third between Pine and Locust.” 

He nodded. “J know the place.’’ He’d been there for drinks 
when he had been a drinking man and remembered the place 
perfectly. 

A few minutes later he stood outside her door, looking at the 
broad avenue, the big homes with their cheerfui lights glowing 
through the rain. A long time ago he had had illusions of 
hoping to live here, a youthful dream of success crowned with 
the badge of fortune, a mansion facing the exclusive strip of 
bluff. Now it didn’t seem to matter much. He drew on his 
cigarette thoughtfully. These homes, big and imposing as they 
were, looked old-fashioned compared 1o newer districts being 
built by the wealthy. As Dan had said, a few miles away in 
Garden Grove you could have a mock ranch on one and a half 
acres. And your neighbours weren't elderly and stuffy mort- 
gage owncrs from Kansas; they were young doctors and den- 
tists and super-merchants, and they’d be fun to meet over 
cocktails in somebody's imitation ghost-town saloon. 

Sader lauglied shortly and bitterly to himself, he couldn’t 
have said why; except that the dwindling of his old ambitions 
seemed to deserve a farewell toast of humour. 

His bare head was getting wet. He turned to touch the door 
handle of his car and then changed his mind and went back 
into the short block that was Scotland Place. At the end of the 
street, past a white railing that stood out against the dark, he 
could see the empty blackness that must be the sea, and he 
suddenly smelled salt spray above the smell of the rain. He 
walked to the white railing, turned left into the walk that 
should lead to the terrace of the Wanderley house. 

He found the flagstone paving, the furniture left out to 
bear the brunt of the storm. All the cushions were sodden ; 
the awning above the swing flapped wetly. There was not 
much light out here, since the draperies were drawn over the 
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windows in the house, but he made out that now the swing was 
empty. There was no roll that might be bedding. There was 
nothing resembling wet fur under a blanket, wet fur that 
might or night not be a beaver coat. A good beaver coat, he 
added to himself. 

It’s funny, he told himself, that even when I’m feeling 
sorriest for her I don’t quite believe she’s told me all she 
knows. She’s holding something back. Maybe she’s too 
scared to talk about it. 

He went back to his car and drove downtown to the Star- 
shine Bar where he inquired of the bartender if Tina Griffin 
was in the place. The bartender scemed to be a little deaf until 
Sader tipped him a dollar; then he decided that Mrs. Griffin 
wasn’t here yet, but she would be. Maybe ten minutes. She’d 
gone home to fecd her cat. 

“T like people who are kind 1o animals,’’ Sader said, and the 
bartender agreed that this was an admirable qualily. Sader 
inquired whether the bartender might tip him off when Mrs. 
Griffin came in, and the bartender looked deaf again and had 
to be revived with another tip. 

With the dollar in his hand, he asked, ‘‘ What’s it abuut?’’ 

“Nothing to do with Mrs. Griffin, actually. I’m trying to find 
a lost friend of hers.”’ 

“Mrs. Wanderley? ”’ 

Sader’s face grew still. ‘What do you know about it?”’ 

“Just what Mrs. Griffin was telling me this afternoon. 
Missing friend. I know her. Mrs. W..nderley’s been in here a 
lot of times.”’ 

“Drink much?” 

The bartender Inoked thoughtfully at the dollar, but Sader 
made no further move toward his wallet. The bartender 
said, ‘“Sometimes. She couldu’t handle it, when she did. She’s 
got an ugly temper.’’ This was a dollar's worth, so the bar- 
tender asked Sader what he wanted, bruught the drink, and 
went away again. Sader waited. 

Some instincts told him who she was, even before the bar- 
tender caught her eye significantly and jerked a head in Sader’s 
direction. He could not place the svurce of his instinctive 
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recognition. There was no aura about her suggesting the 
female bar fly. She was a slim woman with black hair, frosted 
now with rain. She wore a red plastic raincoat over some other 
dark wrap. She had neat ankles, small slender feet. She 
brought with her a kind of electric presence, and Sader 
thought that perhaps in summing up Mrs. Wanderley from her 
photographs, he'd decided subconsciously that this was the 
type of woman she'd try to run around with. There was con- 
trast between them. Mrs. Griffin put up no show of pouting bee- 
stung mouth, no fuzzy mist of hair. She had fine white skin and 
brown eyes set widely apart and somewhat tilted, and with these 
items she somehow created an impression of exotic good looks. 

She came directly to Sader’s stool at the bar. She seemed to 
be smiling to herself. “‘ You’ve irritated Charlie Ott almost into 
a fit. What are you going to do to me?”’ 

Sader thought, well, that gets rid of a lot of preliminaries. 
He said, ‘‘ May I buy you a drink?” 

She sat down on the stool next to his. ‘‘What’s that you’re 
having? ”’ 

“Ginger ale.”’ 

The brown eyes looked at him quickly from under thick dark 
lashes. “With nothing in it?”’ 

“That's right.” 

She thought about it while Sader offered her a cigarette and 
lit it. ‘“‘UV’ll have a waterball,’’ she decided. The bartender 
came over and she told him what she wanted. He looked as if 
he’d heard it before. She turned to Sader. ‘‘Now. Down to 
business. What do you want to know?” 

“Do you have any idea where Mis. Wanderley might be?”’ 

“Oh, quite a few.’’ She tapped the cigarette into a tray, 
loosened the throat of the red raincoat, pushed back a strand 
of hair. ““But Kay knows all those places I'd think of. She 
must have checked them.” 

“Name one,” he invited. 

He thought he saw laughter in the depths of her eyes. 
‘‘There’s the pig concession.”” She expected him to ask her to 
repeat this insanity but he was stubborn. 

He nodded evenly. “Could we go there tonight? ’’ 
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As THEY left the shelter of the Starshine’s entry, the rain swept 
down on them. Jt was changing now to a fine blowing mist. 
Mrs. Griffin looked at Sader with the sidewisc glance. “ You 
aren't wearing any hat.” 

“Neither are you. On you, it’s becoming.’’ He touched her 
arm at the curb. ‘‘How did you know who I was when you 
came in?” 

“Oh, Charlie Ott desciibed you toa 7. And with venom, I 
might add. Of course he’s an awful old hen of a man.”’ Again 
she gave the impression of sly, silent laughter. ‘‘Aren’t you 
curious as to where we're going? ’”’ 

‘‘ Just lead me there.” 

She took him to Pine Avenue, turned south toward the 
beach. This was the centre of Long Beach’s downtown busi- 
ness district. The store windows were brilliantly lit, but 
nobody was looking in at them. For two blocks Sader walked 
with her; they crossed First Street and came to the inter- 
section of Pine and Ocean. It was busy here, because of the 
concentration of theatres and restau ants along Ocean Avenue. 
Pedestrians hurried past under um‘ rellas. Wet tyres sang in 
the street. From a corner drugstore floated the smell of fresh 
coffee. Mrs. Griffin paused at the light. “Can’t you guess, 
now?” 

Ahead of them, Pine Avenue ended in a short block that 
slanted steeply down to the beach. He saw through the rain the 
curve of lights on the circling pier, the indistinct glow which 
was the amusement zone. ‘‘The Pike?” She had said the 
pig concession, and he tried to imagine an amusement in which 
one participated with—or for—pigs. Perhaps the price of 
pork had changed the nature of the prizes offered in the games 
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of darts and bingo. She hadn’t said ham or bacon, though. 
The word most distinctly had been fig. 

He met Mrs. Griffin’s exotically slanted eyes and pleased her 
by showing his helpless mystification. At the same time, he 
was sizing up the woman. She was younger than Mrs. Wandcr- 
ley. He would not have placed her age above thirty-five. Of 
course, Kay had said that her mother didn’t look her age, so 
the two may not have been an ill-assorted pair, one black- 
haired and slightly oriental in appearance, the other fluffy, 
blonde, and pouting. 

She was quick to see his study of her. ‘‘Is my lipstick on 
crooked, or something? ”’ 

“No. I was wondering about that Chinese father of yours.” 

She laughed aloud now in genuine pleasure. He saw that 
she loved puzzling people, that she possessed a sly sense of 
mischief. ‘‘That’s my deep, dark secret,” she told him. “Come 
along now.” 

They went down the sloping sidewalk to the level of the 
beach, turned right through a short arcade intv the garish 
lights of the amusement zone. The noise was muted tonight, 
there was a pall of quiet, and the smells from the open- 
fronted cafés hadn't their usual fierce burnt-onion tang. The 
customers were mostly rather lost-looking sailors, obviously 
killing time. Sader looked in at the penny arcade in passing ; 
there was a great jangle of music, but the idle cashier in her 
cage met his gaze stonily. 

‘The rain has kept everyone away,’ Mrs. Griffin said. She 
hesitated for a moment. ‘‘He won't be down here.” 

“Let's see this pig place, anyway,’ Sader said. “I’m 
curious.” 

At the end of the block they turned Icft. Ahead was the 
spindling framework of the roller coaster, its high lights lost 
up in the blowing rain. Mrs. Griffin stopped before a small 
booth in a row of concessions. A single light bulb burned in 
the wall; but as she had speculated, the owner and his array 
of goods to be won were missing. 

Sader examined the set-up inside the concession with 
interest. He recalled something much like it down here when 
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he had come as a kid. The booth was perhaps thirty feet in 
depth. At its rear, at about eye level, were five little barred 
pens, supported on some sort of framework that was covered 
in bright red bunting. Above each little pen was a mounted 
target, red and white circles surrounding a bull’s-eye painted 
gilt. In front of the pens was a narrow ramp, leading from 
left and right at a slight angle to end at the middle at the top 
of a child’s slide. 

A sign painted on white oilcloth, hung from the ceiling across 
the room, said: 


!! GIVE THE PIGS A SLIDE !! 
3 BALLS 25¢ 


“T get it,”’ said Sader. ‘You hit the centre of the target 
with a baseball and a pig comes out and runs to the slide and 
slides down it. The owner gives the pig a bite to eat, so he 
won’t mind coming down again next time. The sucker wins 
a plaster ash tray worth one tenth of a cent, plus a feeling of 
happiness over having given the pig a thrill. They’ve had 
something like this, off and on, down here for years. What 
puzzles me is that the suckers still go for it.” He took a long 
look at Mrs. Griffin. “This is a place Mrs. Wanderley might 
be?”’ 

Her eyes hardened, meeting his. “I thought you ought to 
talk to the man, that’s all.” 

“Who is he?” 

She turned her head slightly. ‘You ought to mect him,” 
she evaded. 

“Look, this business of your friend being missing is a pretty 
serious affair.” 

“T’m taking it seriously, she insisted. 

“You're playing games.” 

A lash of colour showed in her checks, as if he’d struck her. 
“T thought a detective would want to draw his own con- 
clusions. I can take you to this man. I'd be a fool to tell you 
how to size him up.” 

“All right.” Sader controlled his anger. “‘I’ll meet him. 
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Where is he when he isn’t selling baseballs at three for a 
quarter?” 

““He lives on Signal Hill.” 

Sader felt his face twitch. Mrs. Griffin did not seem to 
notice. They turned their backs on the empty booth, the 
lonely little cages, and walked up the broad cement stairs at 
Pacific Avenue, and so back to Ocean. Inside ten minutes, 
Sader and Mrs. Griffin were at his car. 

She held back a little. ‘I could drive my own, follow you.” 

“This will be quicker.’’ He held the door for her; she 
entered quickly. When he got in behind the wheel, he saw 
that she was rubbing her wet hair with a handkerchief. Her 
face looked set, disappointed, as if Sader hadn’t come up to her 
expectations. It occurred to Sader that she might be a little 
drunk, just enough to put an unreasonable edge to her temper. 

He drove over to Cherry Avenue. The town was quieting 
under the rainy night ; traffic was sparse. He took the Cherry 
Avenue grade to the top of the Hill, and when they were 
almost at the summit, he said, ‘‘ You’l] have to tell me where 
to go.” 

“Turn right at the next corner.”’ 

After some blocks on the paved street, which led to the very 
crest, she had him turn off into a dirt track. Sader looked 
about, trying to fix the route in his memory. He could make 
out the black skeletons of oil rigs in the mist, and here and 
there a tank shone out with a silvery bulk against the dark. 
Below and to the right, the carpet of lights that was Long 
Beach made a fuzzy glow all the way to the edge of the 
Pacific. 

“Park here,’ she said suddenly. 

Sader had just caught sight of the eases in the glow of his 
headlights. In the glimpse he got before she had him draw off 
the street to park, he thought the place looked old-fashioned, 
small, and shabby. It would be, he thought, up here. Nobody 
had built on Signal Hill, the part where the rigs were, since oil 
was found here back in the early twenties. 

Mrs. Griffin touched his hand on the wheel. Her fingers were 
unexpectedly soft, warm, clinging. Mrs. Griffin had not done 
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any hard work for a long time, if ever, Sader thought in that 
instant. The next moment, in the dash light, he saw that she 
was leaning forward and that the sly amusement dwelt again 
in her eyes. “You don’t like people to keep you in suspense,”’ 
she said. ‘‘I should have just told you flatly what I knew and 
let you come up here alone. Only, you see, I’ve never met a 
real detective before. And I am worried about Felicia.” 

Perhaps she was, in her own way, trying to make amends, 
to get them back again on the first friendly basis. He said, 
“Detectives aren’t half as glamorous in real life as they are on 
TV, or in the movies.”’ 

“T think you’re very nice.” 

“Thanks.”’ He felt suddenly awkward and disliked her for 
somehow making him feel a fool. He got out of the car, shut 
the door, went around and opened her side, and he]ped her 
out. The footing was muddy. All around in the dark was the 
soft chuckle of pumping engines. Water was running into a 
tank somewhere with a muted splash, and there was a strong 
smell of oil. Sader thought, here we are, right in the very 
middle of long Beach,-and as far as the surroundings go we 
might as well be on the other side of the world. An oil field 
is a place like no other place. 

She had turned towards the panorama of lights, far below, a 
misty glow softened by the veil of the rain. “It’s quite a 
town, isn’t it?” 

“T guess it is. I think sometimes I’ve been in it too long.” 

He sensed that her eyes slid around at him. ‘ How long have 
you had an agency here?”’ 

“Since the war. A little less than ten years.’’ He took out 
cigarettes, offered her one, lit both with a match. “Before 
the war I had a wholesale agency. Somehow I got the idea 
that being a private detective would be more exciting, and less 
work.’’ He laughed without humour. ‘I was in Intelligence, 
in the Army. Cloak-and-dagger stufi. It gave me a totally 
distorted notion of what a detective’s work was like.” 

““What is it like?’’ she asked. 

“Mostly it’s little frightened men who can’t pay their bills, 
or big defiant men who won't support their families,’ Sader 
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told her. ‘‘Once in a while it will be a blonde, and blackmail. 
Rarely it’s something very dirty like pictures taken through 
a peephole.” 

“You can’t meet many nice people,”’ she commiserated. 

He smiled at her in the dim, rainy light. “I find them now 
and then. Shall we see if your pig-owning friend is home?” 

“All right. Maybe you'd better take my arm. I’m afraid 
I'll slip.” 

There was a sudden sense of companionship between them, 
Sader felt. He wondered if she felt as he did, shut in by the 
rain, tle memories of a lifetime spread out there in the glow 
from the town. He held her arm, and they walked down the 
slight muddy slope to the front porch of the house. He 
smelled wet shrubbery, geraniums, he thought, amid the over- 
all stench of oil. Mrs. Griffin stepped ahead, to rap at the door, 
whose pane showed a light. 

A shadow drifted into place on the pane, a curtain was 
pulled back, a man looked out at them. He had a heavy face 
on which the flesh was sagging. Sparse blond hair. Big ears 
that caught the light behind him. He peered through the pane 
at Mrs. Griffin and then pulled the door open. “Hello, Tina.”’ 

“I’ve brought someone to see you.’”’ She stepped in, and he 
peered in turn at Sader in the doorway. 

Sader offered his hand. “J’m a private detective, looking 
for Mrs. Wanderley. Sader’s the name.’’ The man took his 
hand uncertainly, let it go quickly. “‘ Mrs. Griffin thought you 
might know something that would explain her disappearance.”’ 

He was heavily built, and he sagged all over as his face 
sagged. He looked as if he’d got fat, up to a point, and 
then started to melt. He wore blue slacks ; they needed clean- 
ing. His shirt was white cotton. It had been washed, put on 
without ironing. His bare feet were stuck into straw house 
slippers. He rubbed a hand over the thin yellow hair on his 
head and looked bewilderly from Sader to Mrs. Griffin. 

She said, “Mr. Sader, this is Milton Wanderley. He is 
Felicia’s cousin.” 

Sader was jolted by surprise, and then he knew that this 
was the secret Mrs. Griffin had kept carefully because she loved 
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not only to mystify but to end the mystery with a clash of 
symbals. To find here the cousin of the woman who lived in 
that great house on Scotland Place——-He was taking in the 
smal] shabby room, and something more, an incredible noise. 
Inside this house were pigs squealing. 

“T’m pleased to meet you, Mr. Sader,” said Milton Wander- 
ley. “I guess I got confused for a minute. I hadn’t heard that 
my cousin was gone.” 

“She disappeared Tuesday night,” Sader said. 

“Well. . . . Sit down, both of you.” Milton hurried to 
arrange chairs. They were very old, mismatched, had once 
been bouncy with good springs and covered with mohair. Now 
they were slick with soil, and lumpy. The three of them sat 
down. Sader offered Milton Wanderley a cigarette. 

“T don’t smoke. I'll have a stick of gum, though.” He took 
gum from his slacks pocket, unwrapped it slowly, folded it, 
and put it in his mouth. ‘“‘Gee, I wish I could help you.” 

‘‘Did you see your cousin Tuesday?” 

The pale blue eyes flickered with the effort to think. “Let's 
see, on Mondays I don’t open at all. There’s never anything 
dving down there, you know, so soon after the week-end. 
Even Tuesdays...’’ He frowned, wrinkling brows so colourless 
that the hair seemed to be worn away. “‘Last Tuesday, I 
recall now, I didn’t feel too good. I was wondering if I might 
open up, or not. I know that’s the day, because it would of 
meant two days oft in a row. Felicia came here just as I 
decided to get ready. I was putting the pigs in their box. It 
was close to seven o'clock.” 

Above Milton’s voice, Sader caught other sounds. A lot of 
little feet running in a muffled trot. Grunts. Squeals. There 
was an odour, too, but it was faint. He noticed then that 
Milton had a deodorant candle burning on the round table in 
the middle of the room. A sign on the tin candleholder said 
Smelz-off. It must work pretty well, Sader thought. He said, 
‘““How was Mrs. Wanderley?”’ 

“She was pretty drunk,” said Milton, with a touch of 
embarrassment. 

“How long did she stay?”’ 


39 


“Not very long. It was like a lot of other times—she gets 
liquored up and comes up here to cuss me out for being a 
disgrace to the family.”’ 

“Did she mention any other appointments?” 

The pale eyes clouded again with the effort to remember. 
“T’m afraid not.” 

There was a sudden burst of trotting, a chorus of squeals. 
Sader couldn’t hold the question back any longer. “‘ Where 
do you keep them?”’ 

“The pigs? Back there.” Milton scemed surprised that 
Sader had guessed. “Would you like to take a look at them? 
They’re cute little devils.” 

Sader expressed his interest, and Milton rose proudly. He 
led the way through a hall, past the open door of the room in 
which he must sleep. There was a narrow bed made up with a 
patchwork quilt. a lighted bridge lamp, and, on the floor, a 
great bright fan of comic books. Next was the bath; it was 
dark, but Sader glimpsed the claw-footed white tub in the 
gloom. Milton stopped before a shut door which should, 
according to the usual plan of places like this, lead to the rear 
bedroom. He said, “‘Keep an eye out. They’ll run through, 
trip you up, if they get away.’’ He opened the door and 
clicked a light switch on the wall. 

On the sawdust-covered floor, five little black-and-white 
pigs stood blinking at them. 

Sader wanted to laugh. Behind him, he heard Tina Griffin 
suppress a giggle. There was something so cockeyed, he 
thought, in the sight of those pigs shut in by rose-patterned 
wallpaper. Where the sawdust had thinned in spots, he saw 
battleship linoleum. It all looked very clean, as clean as it 
could with five little pigs living here. There was a white- 
painted trough, a regular pig trough, and a pan of clean water 
in one corner. 

“Why do you keep them inside?’ Sader wondercd. 

“Got to,’ Milton explained. ‘‘Two reasons. One, nobody’s 
supposed to keep pigs inside the city limits. Of course this 
isn’t Long Beach, it’s Signal Hill—separate, you know. But 
the health officer’s just as stuffy. So I have to hide them. 
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That isn’t all. I lost several pigs in the oil sumps around here. 
It’s awful hard to keep a little pig from going under a fence."’ 

The pigs made a sudden concerted dash for the door. 
Milton slammed it shut. “They're quicker’n lightning,’’ he 
complained. “But they are cute, aren't they?” 

“Yes, they are.”” Sader meant it. There was something 
impish and appealing about the little animals. “Don’t they 
get too big for your concession in time, though? ”’ 

‘Right along.’’ Milton led the way back to the front room. 
‘“T have to keep selling, and buying new ones, littler ones. I 
hate it, too. I get fond of them. Some of them have a lot of 
personality. They get tame.’ He looked depressed all at 
once. He sat down with a sigh. 

Sader sat down opposite. Tina Griffin wandered to the 
centre table and leafed through a comic book idly, though 
Sader sensed that her attention was fixed on Milton aftd him- 
self. Milton stared at Sader as if wondering what more Sader 
wanted of him Sader began, “‘ Mr. Wanderley, I hope I don’t 
try your patience too much when I ask you to go back over 
your cousin’s last visit here and try to remember every detail 
of it.” 

“That's okay. I just wish there was something unusual to 
remember.’ 

‘Why should she walk out, leave her home and her daughter 
like that?”’ 

‘You mean, just drop from sight?” Milton shook his head. 
“No, she sure didn’t do that, Mr. Sader. She's too proud of 
the big house, of living there with the rich people. And she’s 
fond of Kay, in spite of the way she jumps all over her when 
she gets mad. Felicia’s a determined woman. Not as deter- 
mined as that Annie, but plenty. If she’s been gone since 
Tuesday, something’s happened to her."’ He snapped his 
fingers suddenly. “I just got it, the thing that’s been teasing 
me, a thing she said.” 

Sader’s body grew tense inside the coricealing coat. He felt a 
sudden stillness from Mrs. Griffin at the table. 

“You know how a thing’ll flutter around in your head,”’ 
Milton apologized. “I kept trying to recall it. Well, Felicia 
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read me the riot act for living off my pigs and living like one 
—she said—but there was something she added, she kept 
putting in, jabbing it at me. ‘At least you aren't too dishonest. 
At least you don’t come sneaking to rob somebody blind. 
They know they’re just getting a silly pig on a slide and a penny 
prize. You aren’t a skunk.’” Milton’s sagging face turned a 
little pink. ‘‘She said a lot, like that.” 

“That you’re honest,” Sader said slowly, trying to make 
something of it. 

‘*That I don’t cheat folks like some she knows,’’ Milton added 
in triumph. 


5 


SADER must have shown that he wasn’t getting the significance 
out of this that Milton intended. Milton hurried on, “If you 
knew the family background, you’d know how unusualit was for 
Felicia to say anything good about me. Felicia was trained to 
look on me and my family like we was dirt. You haven’t asked 
why it is my name is Wanderley, though I’m Felicia’s cousin 
and Wanderley was her married name. I guess it didn’t occur 
to you to wonder.” 

“No it didn’t,” Sader said, realizing the oddity. 

“In the little Kansas town where we were both born, there 
was just two families that counted, that owned much of any- 
thing. And they were interrelated a lot. There wasn’t any- 
body else there to marry, for those people with money.” He 
snuled a little with dry humour. ‘Onc family was the Wander- 
leys. The Coopers were the other. My mother and Felicia’s 
were Coopers, two sisters. Felicia’s mother went off to Chicago 
for a visit and marricd an out ider there a real rich man. My 
mother stayed home and married a Wanderley. Out of all 
that money-crazy bunch, he was the one who was different.’’ 

Tina Griffin was looking over her shuulder at Milton. There 
was a moment of utter quiet, with no sound except the faint 
chuckle of engines in the distance, the drip outside from the 
leaves. Even the pigs were still. Sader wondered if they had 
gone to sleep. 

Milton went on, “The town called my father a no-good 
dreamer. J was crazy about him. I guess Mother was, too. 
We were awfully poor. Dad wrote poetry and Mother took in 
washing. It was a disgrace, people said. If she’d been a 
prostitute, they couldn’t have talked worse about her.”’ 

A fleeting smile, mixed with ironic pity, crossed Tina's face. 
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“T understand that Felicia Wanderley grew up here in 
Long Beach,” Sader said. 

“That’s right. Her folks moved away from our little town 
when she was four or five. I didn’t remember it, since I was 
only a baby. I’m younger’n Felicia by a few years. They had 
a house there, though, and they used to come back for a month 
or so in the summers. When I got old enough, they used to 
hire me for odd jobs. I guess Felicia’s mother, being my aunt, 
took pity on us. But once Felicia’s dad had me trimming a 
big tree in his back yard, and I put my weight on a rotten 
branch and fell. I landed pretty hard and hurt my neck. I’ve 
had headaches ever since.’’ And Milton rubbed the scrawny 
patch of hair in a way that Sader realized was a protest against 
pain. ‘Doctors never could do anything. Not that my folks 
could afford much along that line. What I always hated— 
Felicia’s dad knew about that tree. We found out later that 
the man who was supposed to trim it wouldn’t tackle it. Eaten 
out from the core, he said.”’ 

Milton’s tone was explanatory, scemingly without bitter- 
ness; but Sader wondered with a flash of interest just how 
deeply that old score rankled. 

Milton said, ‘‘ When Felicia grew up she married into the Wan- 
derley family—but she didn’t make the mistake my mother 
had. She got one with money, lots of money. But I knew she 
always hated it, that my name was the same then as hers. We 
were just trash in her eyes, Mother and Dad and me.” Milton 
shrugged as if it hadn’t mattered much to him. “‘When I 
came to Long Beach in 1949, she tried to make me stay with 
her and Kay, where she could keep an eye on me. But I hada 
little money, and I bought the pig concession.”’ 

Tina said softly, “You did the right thing, Milton. She had 
no business trying to run your life.” 

“It was the name,” Milton explained, as if defending his 
missing cousin. ‘She was always worried that her friends 
might connect her with me because of the name.” 

“T can see now what you mean by saying that praise from 
Mrs. Wanderley would be unusual,” Sader put in. ‘Obviously 
then on Tuesday night she was so angry over the activities of 
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some other person that in comparison—and perhaps with a 
touch of guilty conscience—she felt your pig concession wasn’t 
too terrible after all.’’ 

Milton’s pale, confused gaze sharpened. ‘“‘ Yes, that’s what 
I was trying to say.” 

‘“‘She gave no other clue as to what had made her mad?”’ 

“No. Nothing. Just that I wasn’t as rotten as some.” 

Sader sat quict, in thought. He remembered the moment 
when he had first seen Mrs. Wanderley’s photograph, the quick 
dislike, which he had been unable to quell. The picture had 
been full of a silly pretence ; behind the unlined and yct some- 
how unyoung face, you sensed self-infatuation You sensed 
also the years of dietiny, of expensive beauty care. And yet, 
the result was ludicrous. That bee-stung mouth and fuzzy hair 
reminded him of nothing so much as movie stills of the yintage 
of 1920. He reinembered vividly the pictures, cut from 
magazines, with which his older sister had plastered her bed- 
room walls. Somehow, Mrs. Wanderley had fallen in love with 
herself at the stage where she had resembled Mary Miles 
Minter, and had never grown up. 

He pulled his thoughts back to more immediate questions. 
“How did she arrive? By taxi?”’ 

Milton nodded. “I guess so. I heard a car pull away just 
before she knocked. After she’d stormed at me about the pigs, 
and about people who were « en worse than I was, she asked 
me to run her home again. I said if J did, the pigs were going 
to be in the back seat. I wasn’t going to take her all the way 
to Ocean Avenue and then have to come back here again before 
going to the -Pike.”’ 

“What did she say to that?” 

Milton’s glance shifted uneasily. ‘‘She stomped out and 
slammed the door. When I left about fifteen minutes later, I 
didn’t see any sign of her. She wasn’t at the bus stop over on 
Cherry. Of course she could have hit it just right, got a bus as 
soon as she reached it. Didn't she turn up at home okay?”’ 

‘Apparently she got a ride, all right. At eleven o’clock she 
was at home and looked in on her daughter to tell her she was 
stepping out again.’ Sader tried to weigh Milton’s worry. 
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Was it honest confusion, anxiety? “So far as I can discover, 
she disappeared in the moment the door shut behind her.” 

“Did Kay tell you how drunk she was?” 

“Miss Wanderley told me her mother didn’t drink overly 
much.’’ Sader did not miss the look of irony that passed 
between Milton and the woman by the table. “I asked, 
because in any disappearance, it’s important to know if heavy 
drinking could be a factor. People who drink heavily black 
out, do things and have things done to them which sometimes 
bring a break with the past.” 

Their reactions interested Sader. Milton looked em- 
barrassed, as if Felicia’s intemperance posed the same sort of 
problem to him that his pigs had to her. Tina Griffin looked 
remote, almost bored. She was probably a woman who held 
her liquor well, Sader thought; but she would be indulgent 
toward a friend who didn’t. The indulgence toward another 
wouldn't have any pity or sentiment mixed up in it, just the 
recognition of realities. 

Milton said hesitantly, “‘Of course, something might have 
happened, something real bad. She might have got in a scrape. 
But she’d expect her money to get her out of it... the way 
she tried to fix that traffic summons.”’ 

“Four hours passed, or nearly, from the time she saw you 
until she spoke to Kay Wanderley about leaving. She could 
have sobcred up on coffee and food by then.”’ 

“Yes, she could,’’ Milton said mildly. 

“Tt wouldn’t have been hke her,’ Tina putin. “I’ve been 
out with Felicia many a night, and I know. She was fine, if she 
didn’t get off on some grievance. If something made her mad, 
it was like setting fire to a keg of kerosene, It had to burn 
itself out. Through many hours.”’ Tina came over to Milton, 
sat down on the arm of his chair. ‘‘ You know what I mean. 
You've borne the burnt of those crazy moods more than 
anybody.” 

“You have to try to understand her side of it, though,”’ 
Milton said. ‘“‘She was family-proud. And because she'd 
always had money, she couldn’t understand a lot of the ways 
other people used to get it. She said my pigs were filthy and I 
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was gypping people with penny prizes. She just couldn’t get 
it through her head I had to do it to make a living.”’ 

Sader spent another half-hour in conversation with Milton 
without turning up anything further of importance. The man 
seemed content, sunk into a rut of his own choosing. Felicia 
had been an annoyance down through the years, but he showed 
little resentment about this; and Sader judged that in his 
youth Milton had looked up to the pretty spiteful girl, and that 
the attitude of submission had never changed. 

The one worry Milton seemed to have on his mind concerned 
his pigs. He got fond of them, and then they grew up and he 
had to get rid of them. He knew, of course, though he didn’t 
say so, that the pets ended up in the butcher shops as bacon, 
hams, and chops. 

Tina Griffin and Sader refused Milton’s offer to make them 
some tea and serve cookies. Sader drove Mrs. Griffin back to 
the Starshine Bar. There he shared another drink with her— 
his was limeade this time, hers was another waterball—and 
they parted amicably. Walking away, he thought to himself 
that she had expected him to ask her for a date. 

There was apparently no Mr. Griffin to be considered. 

Sader went home to his apartment, put away the car, let 
himself 1n with his key and shed the coat, then relaxed with a 
cigarette before getting into bed. It was a neat, plain, but 
comfortably furnished plac. Sader bad chosen the stuff 
himself, and the colours ran to brown and green. 

He thought about Mrs. Wanderley. He’d put in more than 
eight hours on the job already, and he telt himself possessed of 
only a few threads, nothing definite enough to be considered a 
lead. What he had heard from the bartender and from Tina 
Griffin concerning Mrs. Wanderley’s drinking dismayed him. 

When she was drinking she had a violent, unpredictable 
temper. 

She’d been drinking Tuesday night. 

He recalled Ott’s speaking of her disgust and disappoint- 
ment when the client had failed to show up for a view of Ott’s 
house. Could this have triggered her into an alcoholic binge? 

Again the coincidence flickered through his thoughts, Ott’s 
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knowing Ajoukian from years of drilling on the Hill. The 
stray item persisted, a nagging scrap, even as he prepared for 
bed. 


The morning was grey and cloudy, threatening to rain again 
any minute. Sader made coffee in his kitchenette, scorched 
some toast, boiled eggs. He had no illusions about his cookery. 
It was lousy. 

When he was through eating, he called Dan Scarborough. 
Dan lived at home with an elderly aunt. He didn’t like to get 
up early, and when his aunt finally got him on the wire he 
sounded sleepy, so Sader judged she'd had to roust him out 
of bed. 

“How was dinner?”’ Sader asked. 

“You'll never find anything like it in that cafeteria,” Dan 
said. “‘Not to mention the likes of Mrs. Ajoukian bending 
over your shoulder with a bottle of vino.” 

‘Anything new on young Ajoukian?”’ 

“I’m beginning to hope he never shows up.” 

“Snap out of it, Dan. He's been gone since Tuesday, it 
isn’t looking good. When did they report him missing?’”’ 

“To the sheriff's office? Wednesday, a.M. Old Mr. Ajoukian 
took care of it. A sheriff's deputy rode out from Santa Ana, 
took down details. He said he’d let them know if something 
came in. Old Ajoukian waited until Friday with high hopes 
for the cops to find his son, then began to inquire around about 
how the missing-persons department worked and found out 
that practically all the recoveries are people who walk in and 
announce they aren’t gone at all, they've just bcen over to 
Joe’s bar, or someplace.”’ 

“Yeah. They don’t have the personnel.”’ 

“Then it seems old Mr. Ajoukian got kind of panicked. 
He'd thought the whole Santa Ana sheriff’s office was in a 
frenzy searching for his boy, and the truth hit him hard.”’ 

“Well, the taxpayers get what they pay for.” 

‘So they explained to him, I gather. He wanted to hire one 
of their cops, exclusively, and they told him there were such 
creatures as private detectives.”’ 
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“How'd he pick us?” 

“He didn’t. He had some kind of fainting spell around that 
time and the son’s wife took over. She thought it was silly in 
the first place, she says, to contact the sheriff m Santa Ana, 
Orange Country, where her husband had last been seen 
headed in the direction of Long Beach.” 

“ Logical—but it doesn’t work that way,” Sader said. 

“No, I told her the report had to go in to local officers,’’ Dan 
continued. ‘Anyway, she took the phone book and opened 
to the detective-agency listings in the yellow pages and played 
eeny-meeny-miney-mo and came up with us.” 

“T think you'll have to demand a photograph,” Sader said, 
after a minute. ‘‘The one the old man let you look at, if there’s 
no other. It seems logical now that Ajoukian didn’t get to the 
Hill. Why don’t you retrace his route into town and explore 
the bars on the way?” 

“T know, Papa, I had it all laid out last night. I made them 
give me the picture.” 

“Meet me at the office around noon,” Sader said. 

“Sure. Did you find Mrs. Wanderley?”’ 

“Hair nor hide,’’ Sader grunted. “Good-bye.” 

“See you,” said Dan cheerfully. 

A half-hour later Sader went out to his garage and got his 
car, drove downtown and turned left on Ocean Avenue. He 
went on out past the big apari :ent hotels and the park, to the 
district where the old-fashioned mansions stood along the 
bluff, and so to Scotland Place. He parked in the narrow cul- 
de-sac of the street, walked to the white railing, looked down. 
A flight of cement steps angled back and forth, and below was 
the beach. The grey water was rough. There was no one in 
sight but a man leading a dog. 

He turned left and walked to Miss Wanderley’s big front door. 

She looked as if she had slept badly. The blonde hair was 
swept back and up, but the hand whic> had put in the pins 
had trembled. There was no make-up, no rhinestones. She had 
on a pink cotton housecoat, inside which her figure was softly 
moulded in voluptuous lines. ‘Do you have any news?”’ She 
asked it before Sader was even inside the door. 
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He shook his head, and her face chilled. ‘I want to talk to 
you.” He waited for her to precede him to the living-room. 

Instead she opened another door. ‘It’s more cheerful in 
here.’’ _He saw what must be a sewing-room. There was a 
chintz-cushioned wicker settee and two matching chairs. A 
big felt-covered table had patterns scattered on it, a portable 
scwing machine at one end. In 8 corner stood a dressmaker’s 
dummy. Sader studied it and decided that it must match 
Kay Wanderley’s measurements. 

“Sit down,” she said. 

Sader took the settee, she perched on one of the chairs. He 
said, ‘‘ There is one point you’d better understand quite clearly. 
When a disappearance turns out to involve a felony, the police 
are pretty vexed about not having been told the person was 
gone.” 

Her throat worked. “What does that mean? ”’ 

“lf your mother is dead, they’re going to ask you why you 
didn’t report her absence.” 

“You—you think something terrible has happened to her, 
don’t you?” 

“The people I talked to yesterday and last night don’t seem 
to believe your mother would have walked out on her old life, 
on vou, or on her wealth.’’ 

Kav's grey eyes held a heavy, wretched expression. “No, 
I don't think she would have, either. Unless —’’ 

“Unless, perhaps, na drunken rage she’d done something she 
knew would get herintotroubleshe couldn’t buy her way out of? ”’ 

Kay put her elbow on the arm of the wicker chair, laid her 
forehead on her palm. “She expected too much of money,” 
slie said in a whisper. 

Sader asked conversationally, ‘‘How drunk was she at 
eleven o'clock?” 

“Pretty bad.” 

“Staggering?”’ 

“Unsteady.” 

“Just what were her exact words to you?” 

Kay looked at him miserably. ‘She wasn’t always like this. 
Vulgar. Before she began to drink heavil 


50 





Sader cut in. “Wait a minute. You don’t have to beat 
around the bush. I’m not passing judgment on your mother. 
I’m hired to find her. That’s all. Now-—what were her exact 
words when she looked in at you in that bathroom?” | 

“T heard the latch click and looked back from where I stood 
washing hose in the basin. Mother was leaning in the doorway. 
She was dressed as I told you she was. In addition, she had a 
gun in her hand.” 

Sader stared at the yirl as if she were crazy. What a thing 
to uold back until now! 

“She waved the gun around. She said, ‘I’m going up there 
and scare the son of a bitch out of his wits. That'll teach 
him.,’”’ 

“And you let her go?” 

“The gun was one iny father had had for years. Long ago 
I disposed of all the ammunition for it.”’ 

The dutiful and frightened child, Sader thought, looking 
after Mama who just might take a notion to shoot up the town 
if she’d had enough to drink. 

“What else?’’ Sader asked. 

‘‘T begged her to stay at home, to go to bed. Then I ran to 
get Annie to help me keep her here. That’s when she dis- 
appeared.” 

Sader thought about it. ‘‘ You’re sure she didn’t have any 
buliets for the gun?”’ 

“T’m sure.” 

Of course, Sader thought, the man Mrs. Wanderley had gone 
to frighten wouldn’t know the gun wa. empty. He groaned 
to himself as the possibilities opened before him. Then 
suddenly he forced himselt to snap out of it. He said to Kay 
Wanderley, ‘‘Go to the phone and call the police.” 
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SHE began to cry, rocking forward on the chair arm, the 
tendrils of blonde hair escaping to fall on her neck. Sader 
watched her for a few minutes, waiting for her to regain 
control; in his mind he said some uncomplimentary things 
about Felicia Wanderley. 

Finally Kay wiped her eyes and lifted her head. “Will you 
phone them? I can’t. I... I couldn’t talk coherently.” 

“It should be a member of the family. What about Annie?” 

Kay controlled a spasm of sobbing. ‘Ask her. She's 
upstairs.”’ 

He found Annie in a big bedroom upstairs. Through the 
open door he saw her at a dressing table, before a mirror as big 
asa moon. On the glass-topped surface where she was working 
stood a vast array of perfumes and lotions; below was a 
pleated skirt of gold taffeta. He went in. The bed stood at the 
right ; it had a gold lace spread. Underfoot was the silkiness 
of the white velvet rug. “Is this Mrs. Wanderley’s room?” 

She turned, the dustcloth in her hand. “That's right, 
sir.”” 

“Do you mind if I glance through the closet?”’ 

The question seemed to shock her. “Oh, I’m sure you 
shouldn’t!”’ 

Sader yearned to see if there was a beaver coat among the 
other garments, but couldn’t tell this to Annie. Under Annie’s 
soft politeness was a whim of steel and a rigid sense of propriety, 
Sader explained why she should call the police and report the 
disappearance of Mrs. Wanderley. But when he had finished, 
Annie was shaking her head at him. 

“ After all that child has gone through, there’ll be no police 
harassing her. And no scandal. Not if I can help it.” 
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“You're inviting a worse scandal. Hell will pop if some- 
thing’s happened to Mrs. Wanderley, and her daughter appears 
to have covered up her absence.” 

“They can’t blame Miss Kay!” 

“They will blame her,’’ Sader said grimly. ‘‘They’ll be most 
suspicious of her. It will be something the papers can hop on, 
too. None of the stuff they print will be flattering to Kay or 
her mother.” 

Annie dropped the duster among the bottles. ‘Do you mean 
that you can’t handle the job?”’ 

“It’s not that. I’m not quitting. But I want my chent, Kay 
Wanderley protected. Don’t get the idea the police will swarm 
out here with sirens blowing. The missing-persons department 
dues as good a job as it can, but the police have the personnel 
to do much about a case like Mrs. Wanderley’s. Theyll take 
down the facts, put them on the teletype, make a few phone 
calls, and perhaps a detective might spend a half-day talking 
to her friends.”’ 

Annie seemed reluctant to become reassured. “Miss Kay 
mustn't be hounded. It’s not my place to gossip about my 
employer, but you should know a few things. Miss Kay has 
given up all her lovely friends, shut herself away, trying to 
keep other people from finding out about her unfortunate 
mother.” 

Sader nodded. Kay’s hfe > ust have been bleak these last 
few years, he thought. And the chore she'd set herself was a 
hopeless one. Gossip wasn’t to be downed nor outwitted. 
“Make the call,” he said to Annie. 

“Against my better judgment. But I'll do it.”’ 

He found Kay waiting for him in the hall. “'I forgot to tell 
you--Mr. Ott phoned late last night. He expressed his 
sympathy. Then he said he’d appreciate it if J kept my private 
detective off his back. Did you insult him?”’ 

“Not that I remember.”’ Sader offered the girl a cigarette ; 
she shook her head. He lit one for himself. Some words 
spoken last night by Ott ran through his mind: You know how 
real-estate people are... afratd you and the buyer might get to- 
gether without them. And add to that, he thought, Milton’s 
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quote of Mrs. Wanderley’s remarks: you don’t come sneaking 
to rob somebody blind. You aren’t a skunk. 

Mrs. Wanderley’s buyer for Mr. Ott’s duplex hadn’t shown 
up. Had he interviewed Mr. Ott privately, had they made a 
deal to save the agent’s commission? 

Sader said, “Ott had a real-estate deal on with your mother. 
She was going to sell his place for him. Just how seriously did 
your mother take her business? ”’ 

Kay’s grey eyes were a little puzzled. ‘She didn’t need the 
money.” 

“That’s not what I mean. How would she feel about being 
cheated out of a sale, the two principals getting together 
behind her back?”’ 

“That’s against the law,’”’ Kay said seriously. “I’ve heard 
Mother explain it. Once a client goes to an agent and the agent 
displays the properties, it’s illegal-——’’ 

“Yes, I know that. But some people take the law rather 
lightly. How would she have reacted to such a situation?” 

“She’d have been very angry,” Kay said firmly. 

Sader studied the girl, wondering how much she would let 
him dig out of her about her mother’s drunken rages. Not 
much, he thought. The child was loyal to its parent. It was 
interesting to speculate, though, if Mrs. Wanderley had gone 
out Tuesday night waving a gun for Charlie Ott. “Well, I'll 
be going. I have a couple of things to check. Why don't you 
come down to my office around noon? My partner will be 
there. We're going to hash over the cases we’re working 
on.” 

‘““You’re working on more than one case?”’ 

“No. He’s doing a job of his own. We go over the stuff 
together. Sometimes you develop a blind spot about some 
part of your job, or get on a wrong track. I want to talk to 
him about your mother, and I’d like to have you there. You 
might think of something to add.” 

She rubbed her hands together as if they were cold, then 
tucked her arms across her bosom. “I can’t add anything.” 

“You might. Wear those earrings.”” Sader smiled at her 
and Ict himself out at the front door. 
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The dark sky was low overhead. There was a smell in the 
air as if rain was on its way again from the sea. Sader cast a 
glance at the heavy surf. Visibility was limited; not far from 
shore the sea and sky seemed to melt together in a watery 
union. He went to his car, got in. A heavy drop hit the wind- 
shield just as he put the key into the switch. 

He let the motor idle, sat there deep in thought. Why didn’t 
Kay Wanderley bring in the gaudy terrace furniture? It 
hadn’t been meant for stormy days. What had the thing been, 
the roll that had looked like bedding, under which he had 
glimpsed a patch of fur? 

I didn’t ask her, he thought, because whenever she got close 
to that door yesterday, wlienever she looked out there, some- 
thing in her froze with fear. I’m too soft. I ought to go back 
and make her tell me what scared her like that. He reached a 
hand for the key. 

Maybe I won’t have to pin her down, he told himself, and 
left the key where it was. 

He drove back to Cherry Avenue, up Cherry the long grade 
to the top of Signal Hill. Patches of low clouds lay here and 
there among the tops of the derricks. The smell of rain was 
almost stronger than the smell of oil. He turned slowly, 
searching for Milton Wanderley’s house. 

He saw it at last, down a slight slope. It looked very shabby 
in the dull grey light. He saw that on either side of the small 
porch, a tangle of geraniums, mixed with weeds, stretched to 
the corners of the house. In spite of the cold fall weather, 
there were a few straggly red blooms. 

He saw no houses near Milton's. Twu oil rigs backed up to 
what must be the rear property line, and some distance to the 
left were a couple of small tanks, painted with aluminium 
paint. It must have been there, Sader decided that the water 
had been running last night. 

He didn’t turn off into the little road which led past Milton’s 
house. He parked nearer the rim of the Hill and got out and 
looked down the long slope to the beginnings of houses and 
lawns. The bare earth was criss-crossed by winding tracks 
that led to rigs and tanks. The few patches of wild grass were 
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brown, dead, and here and there they’d been burned off to 
reduce the fire hazard around the rigs. Far below, among 
other houses, he suddenly noticed Ott’s duplex. Its fresh 
paint caused it to stand out brightly among the others. It 
was almost directly below, in a beeline from this spot. Of 
course no one could have made it by beeline, he thought, since 
there were precipitous banks, gullies, a maze of pipes. 

There was also an oil sump, near an old rig above Ott’s 
place. Not many of these were left, since drilling techniques 
had changed, the waste oil was carried away; and the old 
sumps were gradually being drained and filled. The surface 
of the oil gleamed under the pale light, black as obsidian. 

He made out a fence shutting in the sump. In the old days 
you heard of animals and birds falling into these things. Even 
kids. He felt a stirring of uneasy tension, remembering those 
stories. Remembering the woman who was missing, the grey- 
eyed girl alone in the house in Scotland Place. 

The stirring wouldn’t die down, so he turned on it to refute 
it. The smell of the uncovered oil would have warned Mrs. 
Wanderley. Drunk or sober, you don’t fall into an ol sump 
without difficulty. There were banks of earth, high ones, to 
retain the oil. You had to climb to get in. 

Impossible. ... He was turning away when his attention was 
caught by the tiny office facing a dirt road. He looked down 
at it carefully. It was a drilling field office, probably. He 
couldn’t sce any sign of life, but he got back into his car, 
returned to Cherry Avenue, drove down Cherry to a point 
opposite the military-academy grounds on the right. He turned 
left, through a fringe of neat houses with lawns around them, 
found himself on a semi-paved road that would away among the 
rigs. He followed this until he came to the turnoff that led 
to the little office. 

It was made of rough siding, with a corrugated steel roof. 
He parked in the open space before the door. A sign under the 
eaves said Jenkins Drilling Company. Sader went up the 
wooden steps and looked in through the pane in the upper half 
of the door. 

The place was not deserted. A man in a green eyeshade was 
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working on a set of books at a desk over by the windows. 
Sader rapped and walked in. 

The man looked up at him casually, then took off his glasses 
and put them on the open ledger before him. “‘ Yes, sir, what 
can I do for you?’”’ 

Sader took out his wallet and displayed his licence. ‘I’m 
working on a missing-person case. I was wondering if by some 
chance anyone was here last Tuesday night.”’ 

The man rose slowly. He was slender, middle-sized, and 
looked as if he’d always worked indoors and without much 
exercise. ‘‘Tuesday? Let’s see. What date was that?” He 
frowned at a calendar on the wall. 

“Tt was the twenty-ninth,”’ Sader told him. 

“‘T always put in some extra time along toward the end of 
the month. I don’t know about last Tuesday, though.” 
The book-keeper rubbed the side of his jaw. ‘Let me 
think.’’ 

Sader waited, leaning on the counter that divided the office 
and behind which were several desks and chairs, including the 
desk used by the book-kceper. 

“Gosh. Tuesday.’’ The man went over to the calendar and 
studied it at close range as if it might tell him something. ‘I 
might have been here. I do usually put in extra time—I did 
last night.”’ 

Sader thought to himself **at the man had an unusually 
poor memory. Tuesday was not so far away that nightwork 
should have becn past recall. He said, “If you were here, 
would it have been as late as eleven?” 

“Qh, not hardly as late as that ”’ 

“Well, thanks, anyway——”’ 

The man interrupted by stepping quickly over to the counter. 
“What's it all about? Who is this missing person?” 

“A woman.” 

The man frowned to himself again. “You think a woman 
was running around up here at eleven o’clock Tuesday night?” 
He went on looking puzzled for a minute or so, then all at once 
he grinned. “Oh, I get it. Necking, huh? Lovers’ quarrel, 
maybe?” 
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“T don’t think so,’’ Sader said. “It doesn’t stack up like that 
from what I’ve learned so far.”’ 

““Who was she?”’ 

“T’m sorry, I can’t tell you that.” 

The book-keeper blinked. ‘‘ But you wanted me to give you 
any information I might have had.” 

“The family is eager not to have any publicity,’ Sader 
explained, in as friendly a way as possible. ‘‘ You can imagine 
how scandal starts and grows in anything like this. This 
woman was well to do, middle-aged, has a daughter." To him- 
self, Sader thought that once the papers were out that after- 
noon, this fellow would know it all anyway. He pretended a 
sudden change of heart. ‘‘Oh, well, you might as well see her 
picture.”” He took out the snapshot Kay Wanderley had given 
him. It was a very clear print and showed Felicia Wanderley 
on the terrace in a pair of slacks and a sweater, her blonde 
hair tugged by the wind. 

The book-keeper whistled. ‘You call her middle-aged? 
Man, you need glasses.”’ 

“She’s forty-seven, according to her daughter.”’ 

“Doesn’t look it. You know, there’s something sort of 
familiar about her. Looks like somebody I’ve seen . . . don’t 
know where.”’ He scratched the side of his neck. “Do you 
suppose she wore a fur coat over that outfit?” 

Sader’s face grew cold and alert. “Why do you ask?” 

“Dunno.’’ The man’s nearsighted gaze remained blank. 
“Just occurred 10 me, you know; some women do. I think it 
looks crappy as hell, a fur coat over slacks that way, but they 
do it.”’ 

“You've seen her,’’ Sader said firmly. ‘“ Where?” 

“T tell you, I don’t know!” The man’s voice rose and his 
Adam’s-apple bobbed up and down. “You quit trying to pin 
something on me!” 

Sader controlled a sudden urge to mayhem. “There’s 
nothing to get excited about. We think she dropped out of 
sight for some private reason and may be too embarrassed 
now to come home.” 

“T never saw her!” the book-keeper cried loudly. 
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Sader kept his tone soothing, confidential. ‘There are so 
many possibilities, so many cross-currents in a case like this. 
I’ve been running around talking to her friends. It turns out 
that she drinks a bit now and then. That could turri into 
something.” 

The book-keeper licked his lips and regarded Sader with 
distrust. “I wasn’t here Tuesday night, I just remembered.”’ 

“Too bad.’’ Sader put away the picture; he noted that the 
man’s eyes followed it all the way into his wallet. “I’m just 
doing a job. I’m sorry you misunderstoud what I meant.’’ 

“Somebody’ll get into trouble over her,’’ the book-keeper 
prophesied, ‘‘and it isn’t going to be me. No, sir!” 

“Why do you think there might be trouble? ”’ 

“How should I know? I read the papers. Some dame drops 
out of sight, catches up on her love life, or she’s got to sneak 
an abortion—then she comes back home and needs an excuse 
for where she’s been. So she makes up a yarn that she’s been 
kidnapped, and then some poor devil who never saw her 
before goes to jail for fifteen years. Hell, it happens all the 
time!’ 

“Well, I don’t think those cases fit Mrs. Wanderley’s,”’ 
Sader pointed out, watching to see if the name registered. “TI 
think, personally, she may have done something a little reck- 
less and she’s waiting to sce what will come of it.” 

“Like what?” 

“A fight with one of her friends. Or taking up with a stranger 
for the evening. Something like that.”’ 

“Drunk driving, maybe,”’ the book-k: eper offered gingerly. 

“No, she wasn’t out in her own car. I think she took a cab 
or a bus, but I can’t trace them.”’ 

The book-keeper was silent, thinking. Then he said, “I took 
for granted you were a cop. But you're not. What are you, a 
private dick?”’ 

Sader showed him his identificatio' gain. ‘You were 
too far away to read it.”” He put one ot his cards on the 
counter. ‘‘Keep this, will you? Call me if anything comes to 
mind.”’ 

“Sure, sure.’’ The book-keeper picked up the card, glanced 
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at it carelessly, thrust it into his shirt pocket. ‘You had me 
worried. But I guess a private dick, he sort of plays it close to 
the vest. Besides that, you can’t arrest anybody.”’ 

“No, I can’t.” 

The near-sighted gaze was still mnocent, still surprised. 
“Do you suppose there’d be a reward for information about 
this woman?” 

Sader smiled a little. ‘‘ How much do you want?”’ 

“T haven’t anything to sell, mister. I’m just asking.” 

To himself Sader said, you know something. He leaned on the 
counter. ‘We'll be fair.”’ 

“Who's we?” 

“The daughter and myself.” 

The pale eyes wandered here and there, never quite meeting 
Sader’s. “If I remember anything, I’ll let you know.”’ 

“Tt isn’t anything you can tell me now?” 

“It isn’t anything—period,’’ said the book-keeper. ‘“‘I 
haven’t remembered it yet.” He went back to his desk, 
looked at Sader over his shoulder. “‘When I do, I’ll telephone.” 

Sader didn’t even say good-bye. He turned on his heel and 
walked out. It was silly to let a character like this one get 
you down, he told himself. But he had always hated people 
who clung to petty secrets, who tried to figure an angle for 
themselves before letting go of the truth. Something in their 
conversation had given the book-keeper a whiff of money; 
Sader judged it may have been the fact that he was a private 
investigator, that the daughter cared enough about handling 
the case quietly to have hired him. He'd told the clerk merely 
that the missing woman was well to do: he hadn't said any- 
thing about Ocean Avenue or Scotland Place. 

On the other hand, the book-keeper’s avarice may have been 
roused by the memory of a beaver coat. Mink, ermine, or 
sable would have been better, but as Kay Wanderley had said, 
her mother’s coat was an unusually good one. A little heavy 
for Southern California. But a practical and sturdy sort of 
| eae 

And more suitable, perhaps, for wearing over slacks. 
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WALKING to his car, Sader took out his notebook and turned 
the pages to his copy of Mrs. Wanderley’s appointments. For 
Monday she’d written, Margot's, drinks, 5. He flipped on past 
a couple of sheets. Kay had jotted down neatly, Mrs. Margot 
Cole, 3132 Redwood. The address, as Kay had mentioned, was 
on the Hill; but not on this side of it. This south side, facing 
the city and the sea, dropped sharply. To the north was a more 
gradual slope, much more thickly worked. Concentrated there 
along Cherry Avenue were the tool companies, the drilling 
contractors, the field offices of big outfits like Texaco and 
Standard, even a couple of small refineries. It was the business 
district of the Hill, and Redwood wasn’t over a block or two off 
Cherrv. 

With a sense of curiosity about the woman who lived in such 
a neighbourhood, he turned the car northward. 

He was surprised when he saw the place. Though the house 
figured to be at least thirty ye~-s old and was surrounded by 
working rigs and oil tanks, it wouldn’t have been out of place 
on any quiet street in the residential sections. It was built of 
white stucco with a red tile roof; there wus a neat lawn to the 
curb, a hedge of evergreens, a weeping willow. There was every 
indication of good care. A row of potted begonias and ferns 
lined the edge of the cement porch. Under the willow 
tree a white plaster mama duck led three little ducks in a 
parade. 

A pickup truck went by, tools rattling in its bed. A steam 
whistle screeched frum a refinery on Cheri. Not the quietest 
place on earth. Sader thought. But lots of privacy from the 
neighbours. 

He parked the car at the edge of the street, went up the 
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cement walk, and rang the bell. Almost at once he heard foot- 
steps and then the door was pulled open by a woman. 

He sized her up through the screen. She was about fifty and 
had ¢oarse black hair pulled back into a knot. Her face was 
big-boned, its lincs heavy, though her figure was pleasingly 
slim. The eyes were striking. They were the bluest Sader had 
ever seen, a colour like bright paint and the thick black lashes 
around them gave a look of shining through shadow. She wore 
a figured housecoat. ‘ How do you do?”’ 

Sader was pleased with her voice. You didn’t often hear that 
soft, rich tone. “Sader’s my name. I’m a private detective 
trying to trace your friend, Mrs. Wanderley.” 

“Yes, Mr. Sader, I’ve heard about that.’’ She moved back 
and gestured for him to come in. “Excuse the house. I work 
nights. I don’t get much housework done any more.”’ She ran 
around picking up newspapers, then indicated a chair for him. 

The front door opened right into the living-room. Sader 
could not see many signs of neglect, in spite of Mrs. Cole’s 
apology. The furniture was not in the same class as Mrs. 
Wandcrley’s, but neither was it nondescript or shabby. There 
were more spindle-legged tables than he would have cared for, 
with white lace doilies and china figurines on them. Some 
African violets bloomed in a bright red pot over beside the 
window. The lace curtains looked crisply starched, immacu- 
late. The brown rug hadn't a stray thread or a trace of lint. He 
said, “‘] hope I didn’t interrupt your daytime nap.”’ 

She came back to sit down near him. “I’m getting so I’m 
just like a cat. I sleep in little snatches, all through the day. 
I know it isn’t the right way to get a complete rest, but 1 can’t 
help myself. I guess in the end I'll just have to get a day job.”’ 

‘‘Some people can adjust to nightwork and some can’t. If 
I were having trouble, I’d get out of it,’’ Sader advised. 

She nodded. “TI feel that way, too. I’ve stayed on as long 
as I have because I like the work and the pay is good. I’m 
night receptionist at the hospital.’’ She smoothed the skirt 
of the housecoat on her knee. ‘“‘I guess you want to ask me 
about Felicia. Whether I know where she is. I don’t.’’ She 

lifted the strange blue eyes in a direct stare at Sader. 
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“Well, we might talk about her last visit here.” 

“That was Monday, nearly a week ago. It’s awful how time 
flies.’’ She shook her head slightly. ‘‘I invited a few friends 
here Monday afternoon. It’s my night off. I served cocktails 
and a buffet snack.” 

“When did Mrs. Wanderley arrive?”’ 

“A little after five. She was here a couple of hours, I sup- 
pose. They’d all gone by eight.” 

‘You were lucky,”’ Sader told her, smiling. “I’ve had friends 
come for five o’clock cocktails and have taken them home and 
poured them into bed about two A.M. the next morning.” 

She returned his smile. “Yes, I’ve had that happen too. But 
Felicia sort of put a frost on things. She was cross about some- 
thing. Sometimes when she’d had enough to drink she went 
on rampages. I think everyone was a bit nervous, thinking of 
that.”’ 

“What had upset her?”’ 

Mrs. Cole shouk her head. “I don’t know. She came in 
quiet enough. After she’d been here awhile, had talked to some 
of the others, she came out into the kitchen, following me when 
I went to replenish the drinks, and she wanted to talk to me 
about my... my divorce.” For the first time Margot Cole’s air 
of frankness broke down; she flashed him a look that was 
mostly defiance, and he judged that her resentment over 
Felicia’s prying was still fresh. “I’ve known Felicia since we 
were kids in school. Thirty-five years, anyway. And we've 
been friends all that time. But I felt she was overstepping 
herself. She said that real-cstate people know a lot of law, and 
that she could help me with advice about the divorce settle- 
ment, and I had to speak very plainly to her. I told her I’d 
left the arrangement of the property settlement to my attorney, 
in whom I have complete confidence.’ 

From the heat in her voice Sader judged that his next 
question had better be phrased tactfully. ‘‘Perhaps her motive 
was kindly. Perhaps she thought you were being taken 
advantage of in some way.” 

Margot Cole laughed shortly. “How could she? I hadn't 
discussed my marriage or its breakup with her.”’ 
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“I'd better explain something.” Sader told her of the last 
scene between Kay and her mother, the gun and the threats 
to use it to scare somebody, and then of Mrs. Wanderlcy’s 
enigmatic remarks to Milton. When he had concluded he 
added: “It seems she must have gone off in a towering rage 
over some sort of dishonesty. Even though you know of no 
information she might have had abot your divorce settlement, 
it’s possible she imagined some injustice was being done.”’ 

The blue eyes were direct and frosty. “Il co-operate in 
every reasonable way, Mr. Sader, to help you find Felicia. 
But I won’t have you dragging my private affairs into it, I 
won't have you poking into my divorce. I’ve gone out of my 
way to keep it quiet and respectable. My two children are 
enrolled in wonderful schools. I intend to see that no smear 
touches them. 1 might add that it’s quite impossible that 
Felicia should be running around looking for my husband. 
He’s in Texas.” 

Sader kept his tone smooth and friendly. ‘I’m in complete 
syinpathy with you, Mrs. Cole. But perhaps she felt your 
attorney wasn’t doing all that was possible.” 

“My attorney is a woman.” 

Sader saw no other avenue to pursue this lead. ‘‘ Might I ask 
with whom Mrs. Wanderley talked here Monday evening?” 

Some of her anger ebbed and she relaxed a little. ‘I noticed 
her once with Charlic Ott. Of course there is some kind of deal 
on between them, she’s signed him up to sell his place, and I 
suppose they talked about that. He isn’t the type she'd 
choose for banter. Tina Griffin and Felicia were together, I 
recall.” 

“Was Milton Wanderley among your guests? ”’ 

“No.’’ She was looking at him curiously. “Did Kay have 
you look him up?”’ 

“Mrs. Griffin took me to see him.” 

“T feel sorry for Milton. Felicia acts as if he’s disgracing her 
with his pigs. He’s just making a living in one of the few ways 
open to him.” 

Sader nodded. ‘‘You didn’t notice Mrs. Wanderley with 
anyone except Mr. Ott and Mrs. Griffin?” 
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She started to answer and then checked herself. He saw that 
she was debating a question, and he remembered the man in the 
field office and made a bet with himself: this wasn’t his day, 
and she'd clam up on him. 

But she began to speak with an air of pulling the words out 
one by one from a sack, not sure what she’d draw next. 
“Felicia spoke to another man. His being here was an accident 
and concerned my divorce settlement. I saw Felicia and this 
man in the dining-room where I had set up the buffet.”’ 

Sader had noticed the large alcove at the rear of the room, 
filled by a big oak table and leather-cushioned chairs. 

“You hadn't wanted this man here because his business with 
you was private?”’ Sader hazarded. 

“T haven’t cared for my friends to know anything about my 
divorce or the settlement which was being arranged,”’ .Mrs. 
Cole said slowly. ‘“‘I’m not just a perversely secretive woman, 
Mr. Sader. My husband was very unpopular with my old 
friends, for reasons I shan’t go into here. That should explain 
to you why I have kept matters to myself and why I would 
have preferred Mr. Ajoukian not to have come that night.”’ 

Sader blinked. He felt as if some kind of eclipse, upheaval, 
or other startling phenomenon had taken place in an instant 
when he had turned his head. “What did you say?”’ 

“T said that my husband was unpopular with my friends. 
Their attitude would be prejudicd.”’ 

“This man, this Ajoukian. Mrs. Wanderley spoke to him?’”’ 

“T think so.” 

“Do you think they might have known each other?” 

“Previously, you mean? I have no idea.” 

‘Was he introduced to her here?”’ 

“T didn’t introfuce them. When Mr. Ajoukian came, most 
of the others had gone. He looked in and saw a half-dozen or 
so in this room, and said he wouldn't interrupt a party; 
and then, not wishing to be rude, I asked if he would have a 
drink. He came in and I gave hima cocktail. Frankly, I didn’t 
want to take him around to each of the others and give his 
name, and explain who he was. So I Ict him get along as best 
he could.” 
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Sader could imagine Mrs. Cole’s predicament. She hadn’t 
wanted Ajoukian mixing with her friends but had been too 
squeamish to turn him off abruptly. No doubt she had feared 
he might drop some hint of the divorce settlement. 

“Ajoukian’s business was buying oil shares,’’ Sader said. 
“Were you selling him some? ”’ 

“That has nothing to do with this matter of Felicia’s dis- 
appearance.” 

“T’m not sosure. You see, young Mr. Ajoukian also dropped 
from sight last Tuesday.” 

He was surprised at the lack of response. The blue cyes 
remained fixed on his in placid determination to resist his 
probing. But she asked, “‘ Are you investigating both of these 
disappearances?” 

“Yes,” 

“That’s odd.” 

“In what way?” Sader asked quickly. 

‘To be such a coincidence.” 

Sader looked at her thoughtfully. “You mcan, for the 
families of the two who dropped from sight both to choose my 
agency?” 

She nodded. “Of course there aren’t a great many agencics 
of your sort in Long Beach. 1’d guess a half-dozen, perhaps.’ 

“You've missed it by half.’’ 

She smiled slightly. “However, I suppose some of the 
dozen-odd don’t look for missing persons. Some of them do 
private patrol, special police duties, that sort of thing.” 

“Yes, you're right. However, concerning this visit here by 
young Mr. Ajoukian = 

“No, you're mistaken. Young Mr. Ajoukian wasn’t here at 
all.”’ 

Sader made one of his few vexatious gestures in impatience 
at his own hurry to jump at a conclusion: he pounded a fist 
once into the palm of his other hand. “The old man?” 

‘“Yes.’’ She turned her head a fraction of an inch, then 
caught herself. But Sader, noting the slight motion, was 
alerted to its cause. Somewhere in the rear of the house there 
had been a faint sound. A door had shut, almost silently. He 
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judged from Mis. Cole’s attitude that she was fully aware of 
what was happening, that she didn’t want him to know. 

He gave no sign of wondering who might be back there. 
“Was Ajoukian’s manner toward Mrs. Wanderley familiar? 
Friendly? Placating? Or what?” 

‘Mr. Sader, perhaps in your work you've learned to examine 
other people with an X-ray eye. Perhaps you discover all sorts 
of meanings in their casual social behaviour. You see guilt, and 
anger, and terror, and evil intentions under their outward 
appearances. But I don’t. When I glanced into the alcove and 
saw Felicia talking to Mr. Ajoukian, I thought only that they 
might have found a topic of common intcrest Or at most, 
that she was being pleasant to an old and rather unattractive 
man.” 

Sader sighed. “‘I wish I did possess those X-ray eyes you 
mention. But why do you speak of evil intentions? On whose 
part?”’ 

A brief flash of irritation crossed her features. “Certainly 
not on Mr. Ajoukian’s.”’ 

“You felt no antagonism between them? ”’ 

She looked at him as if she considered him exceptionally 
stupid. “You keep hinting at a possibility of foul play. For- 
gct it, Mr. Sader. Felicia was always perfectly capable of 
taking care of herself.”’ 

‘Even when she’d been dria. ‘ing heavily? ”’ 

“People got out of her way when she’d been drinking 
heavily,’’ Mrs. Cole saidinasharptone “I wouldn’t want such 
an idea to get back to Kay, but just between us, I think 
Felicia is having herself a spree. I know what Kay must have 
told you, that her mother was past the age for love aftairs. 
Don't believe it.”’ 

Sader smiled. “Mrs. Wanderley had romantic notions?” 
This, then, was the first he’d heard of it. 

“She was capable of falling for some man.”’ 

“You were such an old friend of hers—had you noticed any 
particular symptoms? ”’ 

She stiffened under his glance. “Don’t ridicule what I’m 
saying.” 
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“That was far from my intention.”’ 

He saw her eyes fixed on her wrist watch. ‘I wish I could 
help you find Felicia, but I can’t. I have this theory, which I 
hope you won’t repeat to Kay. That’s all I can offer.”’ 

“T’ll have to contact Mr. Ajoukiam,’’ Sader said, rising. 

Real anger glittered in her strange blue eyes. ‘‘Do so with- 
out mentioning my name.” She stood up to face him. He saw 
her clenched hands at her sides, the tension in her throat, her 
shoulders. She was like a cat suddenly set to pounce. 

“T’ll manage that,’’ he agreed. ‘‘ You had other guests here, 
I’ll say that one of them mentioned Ajoukian’s meeting Mrs. 
Wandcrley.”’ 

He saw that this didn’t satisfy her. She didn’t want him 
seeing Ajoukian. There was an instant of angry silence, and 
in it Sader thought he heard a footfall. Whoever she had back 
there was being exceptionally quiet. Sader allowed no change 
to cross his face at the surreptitious sound. 

‘Please trust my discretion,’ he pleaded. “You don’t have 
to be afraid I’ll pry into your divorce.”’ 

She didn’t relent. ‘‘My interest is in the welfare of my 
children.”’ 

The words followed him out into the grey light of the street, 
and he wondercd at his own mistrust of them. There had been 
something flat and tinny in her tone the ring of a false coin. 
He got into his car. Me and my X-ray ears, he jibed to himself. 
He looked back at Mrs. Cole’s house. He wished he knew who 
it was who had waited and listened to their conversation, 
whose movements had been so stealthy, of whose presence Mrs. 
Cole had been so secretly aware. Somehow he thought the 
unscen one was a man. 

No reason for this, he told himself —the act'of eavesdropping, 
of prying and pecping, was more like a woman. Or it might 
have been one of Mrs. Cole’s children, home from school. 

He decided the impression that a man had becn hiding out of 
sight in Mrs. Cole’s back bedroom arose from her attitude 
toward her divorce. She wanted the settlement, the suit, to go 
smoothly and quietly. Not because of the kids, Sader specu- 
lated, but perhaps because of another love. 
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She was fifty, or nearly, and to someone like Kay Wander- 
ley, in spite of her denials, fifty was doddering and sexless and 
past all thought of romance. Let Kay live, Sader thought; 
she'll learn it isn’t so. 

He took a last look at the willow, at the plaster ducks, the 
potted plants along Mrs. Cole’s front porch. If I were having 
the kind of breaks the private dicks get on TV, he thought, 
young Ajoukian would sneak out of the house now and I'd 
nail him and he’d confess to murdcring Mrs. Wanderley 
be: ause she was going to tell his father of him and Mrs. Cole. 
Of course Mrs. Cole is old enough to be his mother ; but he has a 
mother complex. He lost his so long ago, after she’d lived all 
those years in a shack behind the old man’s tool yard. 

Or maybe it went this way... . 

He was still embroidering on it when he walked into his 
office and found Dan there with the taxi driver who had scen 
Mrs. Wanderley at five o'clock on Wednesday morning. 
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Tne taxi driver was a neat young man with thick dark hair 
and nervous eyes. He sat on the red leather lounge and twisted 
a uniform cap in his hands “You understand, I’m trusting 
you to treat this confidentially.” 

Dan glanced at Sader. “‘Can you do it?” 

“It depends on what he means,”’ Sader said. 

“It mustn’t get in the paper,” the taxi driver said firmly. 

“YT won't put it in,’”’ Sader said. ‘‘I can’t promise for the 
cops, if it turns out something’s happened to her.”’ 

“She was okay at five o’clock Wednesday morning. Well, 
I'll correct that—she said she had a cold. She was all wrapped 
up.” 

Sader took out the snapshot and handed it to him. “Is that 
the woman you saw on Wednesday morning?” 

The driver examined the snapshot critically. “Well... 
she had on a fur coat, a scarf tied under her chin. I guess it’s 
the same. The clothes matched the description you left in the 
dispatcher’s office. She told me her name. Wanderley.”’ 

Dan’s eyebrows shot up in surprise; he looked again at 
Sader. “ How did that happen? ”’ 

‘‘She just did,’’ said the driver uncasily. ‘‘When she left 
the cab out at the Veterans’ Hospital, she told me.”’ 

‘‘Why do you want the trip kept quiet?’ Sader asked. 

‘“‘She—she accused me of something I didn’t do. She said 
I got fresh with her. I think she’d been drinking. Anyway, 
drunk or sober, I don’t want my wife to get hold of it. I’m 
having enough trouble at home.”’ 

“Start from the beginning,” Sader said. 

By the driver’s increasing uneasiness, Sader judged that he 
was beginning to wish he hadn’t come in. He shifted restlessly 
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on the couch. “It seemed just a routine pickup. She signalled 
for me to stop on a corner below Pacific Coast Highway, near 
Cherry. She wanted a ride out to the Veterans’ Hospital. I 
went out there by way of Anaheim Street. Nothing happened 
during the trip that I knew of. When we got to the hospital, 
I parked the cab in the taxi zone by the front gates and got 
out and opened the door for her. She took a bill out of her 
pocket ; and I returned her change. She was coughing mean- 
while in a handkerchief. When I gave her the change my hand 
ac: identally touched hers and she said, ‘You filthy beast, 
don’t dare to touch me like that.’ I said, “Gee, I’m sorry, 
lady,’ or something to apologize. But she coughed a little and 
then said, ‘I saw you staring at me in the rear-view mirror. 
T know what you're up to.’” The driver suddenly waved the 
cap in desperation. “Honest to God, I didn’t have any such 
idea!”’ 

Sader said, “You think she’d }een drinking?” 

“What else? I hadn’t been leering at her in the mirror. 
Touching her hand was an accident.”’ 

“How did she happen to tell you her name?”’ 

The driver licked his lips nervously. “Standing there, early 
like that, me and her both nearly freezing, she said, “Don’t 
be surprised if your company hears from my lawyers. I'll see 
vou busted or my name isn’t ’—well, I don’t recall the first 
name, though she said it—‘ 1y ame isn’t Wanderley.’”’ 

“Felicia Wanderley?’’ Sader suggested. 

The driver nodded at once. “Yeah, that’s it.” 

Dan asked, ‘‘What did she do then?” 

‘She kicked me,” the driver blurted, and as if remembering 
the painful blow, leaned over to rub his shin. ‘“‘ Then she walked 
off, the coat swinging out wide behind her. I got a good look 
at that outfit you described in your bulletin, the white blouse 
and green slacks, a green scarf over her head.” 

Sader was rubbing the edge of the cesk with his finger tip. 
“Handbag? ”’ 

The driver shook his head. “‘She didn’t carry one.” 

“You said she took the bill out of her coat pocket?”’ 

“That’s right. It was a twenty.” 
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“She put the change back into her pocket?” 

“‘T guess so. Gosh, I was so surprised my head was swimn- 
ming. I never had a dame haul off like that, not for something 
IT hadn’t even thought of doing.” * 

Dan said, ‘‘ Where did she go? Into the hospital grounds? ” 

“T didn’t wait to see.”’ 

Sader took typing paper from « drawer of the desk. “If J 
write this up as you've told it to us, will you sign it?”’ 

“If that’s how I get the reward, okay.” 

Sader ran paper into the machine he raised from inside the 
desk. He typed, and Dan offered suggestions. The driver read 
what was written, signed it with Dan as witness, and received 
his reward. Sader warned him again that the police might 
make the matter public, but the money seemed to have 
restored the driver’s optimism. ‘If 1t comes out, if the old 
lady starts raising hell, I’ve got this to rent a hotel room,” he 
decided, grinning. 

‘Buses run out to the VA Hospital,’ Dan said. 

The driver paused at the door. “Sure they do, and she 
might have taken one, but I don’t know anything about it. 
’"Bye.’’ He went out. 

Sader put the driver’s statement aside. “What about 
Ajoukian, Dan?”’ 

“Wait a minute. What about this driver? Was he telling 
the truth?” 

“T want to talk about Ajoukian, now, Dan. Mrs. Wanderley 
met the old man at a party on the afternoon of the day before 
she left home.’’ He went on to fill in what Margot Cole had 
told him of the elder Ajoukian’s arrival, his conversation with 
Mrs. Wanderley in the dining alcove. “‘Have you by any 
chance mentioned Mrs. Wanderley to the Ajoukians?”’ 

Dan shook his head smuglv. ‘“ You kept reminding me that 
there was no connection between the two disappearances.” 

‘“‘There may be none. But we'd better make sure. What 
did you find out this morning?”’ 

“T had no trouble at all finding the bar young Ajoukian 
must have headed for as soon as he left home Tuesday night. 
It’s out there in the country, a roadhouse sort of thing, only 
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pretty highclass. It’s called the Chuck-A-Luck Barbecue. 
There’s a big dining-room. Whatever they were cooking for 
lunch smelled good this morning. The bar is off to one side, 
nothing shabby or shady. The bartender knows young 
Ajoukian and between polishing glassware he confided 
Ajoukian, Jr., had a telephone call at about eleven o'clock. 
Now get this. Ajoukian left home at eight. He spent nearly 
three hours in the bar.” 

“Waiting? ”’ 

“The bartender thought so.” 

“Who called him? Man or woman?” 

“The bartender strove and strove, but just couldn't re- 
member. I tried to refresh him with a small remuneration, 
but he refused it. He’ll accept when and if he remembers what 
we want him to.” 

“How does he place the time so well?” 

“On account of a TV show. There’s a set in the bar. He 
had to turn down the volume when young Ajoukian used the 
phone. There’s no booth there.”’ 

“What happened then?” 

“Young Ajoukian took off without a word. Merely settled 
his bill and waved a hand in farewell. There’s one more scrap 
of information. Ajoukian, Jr., made the girls’ cyes bug out. 
They drooled over him. I told you I figured he has what 
Valentino used to have.” 

“Yes, I recall it,’’ Sader answered. ‘Where did the trail 
lead them?”’ 

“Not to any other bar I could find,” Van complained. ‘I 
hit them all on the way in. J had the photo with me and I 
don’t think they'd forget the guy. Wait a minute, you haven’t 
seen it.’’ Dan jerked open a desk drawer and took out an 
unframed portrait. It was about eight by eleven inches, matt 
finish, and as it slid toward him over the typewriter Sader 
glimpsed a man’s face. 

He straightened the picture and propped it against the type- 
writer keys. Young Ajoukian’s dark eyes looked out at the 
world with amused nonchalance. The short nose, the firm lips 
were perfectly modelled, though he lacked any touch of 
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prettiness, He was a thoroughly masculine creature, Sader 
thought, with somewhere a hint of coarseness, an animal vigour 
that verged on brutality. The black hair lay in a heavy wave. 
The throat was thick, well set. I wouldn’t want to meet him 
in an alley, Sader told himself; and then added a correction: 
I hope Mrs. Wanderley didn’t meet him in an alley. 

“Bedroom eyes,’’ Dan offered. 

“He eats little girls alive,” Sader agreed. 

“They love it.” Dan thumped the desk in sudden im- 
patience. “You know, I’ve got the craziest feeling his old man 
doesn’t like him.” 

“Jealous, probably. The old man worked for tne money. 
The young one has the looks and the physique to enjoy it.” 

“T thought of one possible lead. OJd man Ajoukian swears 
this is the only picture he has of his son. Usually photo- 
graphers make up more than one. I’m going to try to find out 
where the other pictures went.’ 

“Women, you mean?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Before you start on it, work the Hill with that picture.”’ 

“Hell, I haven’t run into anyone up there yet that doesn’t 
know him, didn’t know what he looked like.”’ 

Sader’s expression was withdrawn and thoughtful. “I 
ought to go see Ajoukian, Sr. This Mrs. Cole isn’t going to 
back up any play I make that might involve her. And 
Ajoukian may have his own motives for not wanting publicity 
on his deal with her. I'll be walking on eggs.” 

“Sure, go on out there,’’ Dan said. “If it’s going to be one 
case instead of two, we can switch jobs when we feel like it.”’ 

Sader glanced at him. “‘How come you're so willing?” 

“It’s Mrs. Ajoukian. I might as well admit it—I’m going 
to make a fool of myself around that girl.” , 

There was a rapping on the outer door. Sader said, ‘‘ This 
must be Miss Wanderley. I asked her here for a conference, 
hoping the three of us might kick it around and get some new 
angles.”’ 

“You're playing with fire, Papa. The clients like to think 
you're infallible.” 
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“Well, I’m nct.” Sader got up and went through the outer 
room and opened the door. Kay Wanderley was in the hall. 
She wore a neat blue wool dress, a black Persian lamb jacket, 
a little hat of black velvet and sequins. The clothes were too 
old for her, Sader thought, too sophisticated. She hadn't worn 
the rhinestone jewellery, either ; and in missing it he recognized 
what it had done for her. There had been somcthing childish, 
youthfully optimistic, in all that sparkling glass. 

“Come in, Miss Wanderley.”’ 

“1! hope I’m not too early.” 

“You're right on time. My partner is in the other room.” 
He guided her into the second office ; she looked around for an 
instant before stepping over and offering her hand to Dan as 
Sader introduced them. She sized Dan up with obvious 
interest. Dan was young, Sader reminded himself, with a 
frame unimpaired by experiments with opiates like alcohol. 
Sader felt suddenly older, more worn by life and more buried 
in cynicism. And as if across some abyss of time he saw the 
soft curve of Kay’s cheek, as gentle as a child’s. He told him- 
self dryly that Dan’s affliction in regard to feminine clients 
must be catching. 

The office was warm; she slipped off her jacket. Sader 
handed her the portrait of young Ajoukian. “Did you ever 
see him?” 

“T don’t think so.” She lift Iher gaze “Who is he?” 

“His name is Ajoukian. His father made a lot of money in 
oil tools on Signal Hill, probably during the war when tools 
were hard to find. Now he and the son are in the business of 
buying oil shares. I think Ajoukian, Sr., was interested in 
buying something of the sort from Margot Cole. He met your 
mother at her house Monday evening at the end of a party.” 

The girl’s eyes settled on the picture; she teased her lower 
lip with her teeth. Something about young Mr. Ajoukian 
seemed to fascinate her. Sader wondere'l if she felt the impact 
of the casual brutality he’d sensed. 

“This man”’—Sader bent to tap the picture—‘‘ disappeared 
on Tuesday night.” 

“You mean—left home, as Mother did?” 
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“‘That’s right. He may have been on his way to Signal Hill 
from Garden Grove.”’ 

She seemed bewildered. ‘‘It doesn’t seem to tic in.” 

‘‘On the surface, no.” 

“Do you think there is a connection?” 

‘‘ At first I’d have sworn there was none.”’ Sader didn’t miss 
Dan's sly lip-pursing. ‘‘ But bef--re we try to find a connection, 
we have another item. Your mother was seen at about five 
o’clock Wednesday morning by a cab driver who took her out 
to Veterans’ Hospital.” 

Her bewilderment increased. ‘Why should she go way out 
there?” 

““‘We don’t know. We can speculate. The whole incident 
has a funny ring to it. It could be that your mother wanted 
to distract attention from her being on the Hill. She made a 
scene with the driver, frightened him and made him mad, and 
rather unnecessarily impressed him with her name.” 

Sudden colour ran over the girl’s fair skin. ‘She wasn’t like 
that, when she wasn’t drinking.”’ 

“Probably not. I don’t think she was drunk, though.” 

Dan said, ‘“‘Who did she know at Veterans’ Hospital?” 

““No one.” 

“And visiting hours don’t begin at five in the morning,” 
Sader pointed out dryly. “‘But this was a time, and a desti- 
nation, easily remembered.” 

The girl said, “If she didn’t want anyone to connect her dis- 
appearance with the Hill——”’ Then she stopped ; there was a 
minute or so of silence. 

Dan said suddenly, “‘ Look, suppose your mother ran into 
young Ajoukian up there Tuesday night and figured he was 
trying to gyp her friend, from something the old man said 
Monday, and engaged in a brawl that turned out...uh... 
rather seriously. Maybe Ajoukian got hurt. She thinks he 
might sue her.”” He met Sader’s cold stare and saw the girl's 
quick pallor and added hastily, ““Don’t get sore. I’m just 
talking off the top of my head, as they say.”’ 

‘I’m sure that there is no connection between Mother and 
this young man,” Kay said after a moment, and put the picture 
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on the corner of Sader’s desk. ‘‘She would not have the 
strength to injure anyone like him.” 

‘Suppose, though,”’ Dan persisted, ‘‘we find more evidence 
linking them. What do you want us to do? Ignore it?”’ 

Her eyes on Dan were calm, not unfriendly. She had 
crushed down the panic and whatever emotion young 
Ajoukian’s portrait had roused. Sader had an idea she was 
growing up all at once, fast. “I'll trust you to use good 
judgment,”’ she said quietly. 

van reached over, picked up the picture, squinted at it. 
“Was there any particular type of man your mother was 
attracted by? Like him, for instance?”’ 

“He is good-looking,”’ Kay said, ‘but my mother had no 
interest in romance in any of its—variations.” 

“No gentlemen friends? ’’ Dan raised black brows in surprise. 

He was getting the same reaction Sader had, yesterday. 
Frost. She shook her head, her cyes reproving. ‘‘No, none.”’ 

“She was rather an attractive woman, judging by her 
picture, to have given all that up.” 

Some stiffening, a defensive armour, seemed to leave her 
suddenly. “It was when she began to drink that I noticed she 
no longer craved the company of men. I’m not going to 
apologize to you for my mother’s behaviour. She wouldn't 
approve of it. She wouldn't even want me discussing it. But 
you might as well understaud, since you're looking for her. 
She was raised in an atmosphere of immense family pride, and 
pride of wealth as well. While my f- her lived it must have 
seemed a complete, orderly, perfect -vorld to her. Then he 
died, and she found herself an odd woman at social affairs, and 
all at once Long Beach was crowded with strangers, the city 
was crammed with newcomers who'd never heard of her. A 
couple of mild attachments she formed with men turned out 
badly. She took up selling real estate, mostly to pass time, 
and she saw a new side to life, trickery 1.1d knavery and sharp 
dealing. She grew impatient and quick-tempered. She-—she 
started to drink.” 

This was a defence, Sader thought, which did credit to the 
child, an insight into the mother’s deterioration that surprised 
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him. But there was another picture painted by Kay’s words, 
one she couldn’t have intended, of a childish, spoiled woman 
too self-centred to adjust to loneliness and age. 

“Now you understand,’’ Kay said, her lips trembling. 

“Sure,’”’ Dan agreed comfortingly. “And it must have been 
tough on you, seeing that happen to her.”’ 

“It isn't important,” Kay reptied. ‘ Nothing is important 
now except finding her. Where is she?’’ She looked from Dan 
to Sader in worried appeal. 

“T have no definite lead yet,’”’ Sader told her. ‘‘I would say, 
though, that the most important item to date seems to be the 
story told by the cab driver. That places your mother alive, 
and a free agent, niuch later than when you last saw her.” 

But Sader’s inncrmost thoughts were disturbed by a strange 
hunch that the principal discovery was the reticence of the 
book-keeper in the field office on the Hill. Under the coltish 
alarm he had sensed something else, the miasma of greed. 
The little man had the soul of a trader. And traders love to 
dicker. Sader reached for the picture of Ajoukian on Dan’s desk. 

“Tin going to borrow this.’”’ He opened a drawer of the 
desk, took out a manilla envelope, put the picture in it. “By 
the way, Miss Wanderley—had you ever heard a story of how 
Milton Wanderley was injured? ”’ 

“Do you mean, when he fell from the tree? Yes, I’ve heard 
it.” 

Sader sat on the corner of his desk, the envelope twisting in 
his hands. ‘‘What did your mother think of it?”’ 

‘She said he’d fallen on his head and that it made him slow- 
witted.”’ 

“No hint of guilt? Milton says your grandfather knew the 
tree wasn’t safe to work with.” 

She shook her head. “I hadn’t heard it.” 

“Supposing it was true. Would it have preyed on her 
mind?” 

Kay seemed surprised at the question. ‘‘I’m sure that it 
wouldn’t. Why should she be blamed for something Grand- 
father did? ’’ 

“Her attitude toward Milton seemed pretty severe.” 
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“She hated the idea of his using those pigs to make a living,”’ 
Kay said frankly. “I used to think she attached too much 
importance to it.” 

Sader nodded. He saw that Kay’s loyalty to her mother 
would blind her to the woman’s obvious coldness, self-interest, 
and vanity. He wondered for a moment if Milton’s story of 
Felicia’s last visit had been true. If Milton had had anything 
to do with her disappearance, the suggestion that she was 
angry over another’s dishonesty would be a clever diversion. 

.00 clever, perhaps, for a man mentally dulled and tor- 
mented by the pain of an old head injury. 

Summing up to himself, Sader felt that the conference had 
produced nothing to help them in finding Mrs. Wanderley. 
In fact, Kay’s defiant insistance that there could be no 
connection between her mother and young Ajoukian seemed 
to cross out what he had done at Mrs. Cole’s. 

When Dan suggested that Kay should go to lunch with him, 
Sader agreed. She needed the company of somebody young, 
brash, and full of taunting good humour. He excused himself 
from joining them, saying he wanted to take Ajoukian’s 
picture tou somebody on the Hull. 

rhe sky was grey, heavy; and there were a few pelting 
drops as he walked to his car. He drove up Cherry again, 
turned on the winding road that Jed past working rigs and 
scattered tanks to the little c.fice where he had talked to the 
book-keeper. The car crested a slight rise and he saw the 
building in the distance ahead of him. 

A tan coupé was backing from the ravelled space in front 
of the little office. Sader slowed down. The other car lurched 
back and hit a post, and he heard the metallic clang. The tan 
coupé dived forward, reversed again, missing the signpost 
but scraping a telephone pole. 

“Crazy driver!’ Sader muttered, his gaze sharpening. He 
noted the open office door, and somet: ').g else, a cat’s-cradle 
of torn vine, which had climbed beside the steps and now hung 
awry. With a twist of his wrist he turned his own wheel, set 
his car crosswise in the road. The tan coupé, free at last, 
sprang toward him. For an instant he expected a collision. 
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There was a nerve-jarring squeal of brakes. The tan coupé 
slewed to a stop. Sader opened the door beside him and 
stepped out, went around the rear of his car, and approached 
the other warily. He saw Tina Griffin behind the wheel her 
face turned his way. You wouldn’t have guessed the exotic 
tilt to her eyes, he thought, seeing them like this, narrowed 
in fear and rage. The black hair fell about her face like 
witch-locks. 

“Let me past, damn you!”’ she screamed, her lips pulled 
back from her teeth. 

“Hello, Mrs. Griffin,” said Sader calmly. 

His voice reached her and she seemed to pull out of shock, 
looking at him now in recognition. All expression left her face. 

“Is something the matter?’’ Sader asked. 

“Drive on and see for yourself.”’ 
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THE little office had in it besides the smell of almost rain and 
the miasma of oil, the dry bookish tlavour of the opened 
ledgers. They were spread under the light, on the desk in the 
corner. The light shone on the clean white pages, the neat 
rows of figures, and on the man who had fallen from the chair 
and lay half under the desk with his legs folded beneath him. 
It was the book-keeper, and he was dead. He was even a little 
cool to the touch. Sader put his finger tips on an outstretched 
hand, then drew them back. He went over to the office 
telephone on the counter, pnt a handkerchief on it to lift it, 
dialled the police. 

Mrs. Griffin came back after a while. She climbed the steps 
and came in, averting her face from the corner where the dead 
man lay. ‘““Was it ...a bullet?” 

“Looks like it,’’ said Sader. He leaned on the counter and 
began ligliting a cigarette. 

“Give me one.” 

“Sorry. Forgot my manners.’ He gave het a cigarette and 
lit it for her. 

She smoked for a minute. ‘‘Could it be suicide?” 

“T don’t sce the gun, unless it’s under him. I don’t think he 
killed himself. I’m pretty sure he knew sonicthing about the 
disappearance of your friend.”’ 

Her face twitched; she rubbed her fingers across her lips. 
“Has he been dead quite a while?” 

“Yes. By the way, when you were is here, did you notice 
any smell of gunfire?” 

a N 0.” 

Sader waited, his eyes on hers; and some colour came up 
into her pale cheeks. ‘‘The door was open when I came, the 
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vines hanging as you saw them. I knocked. When nobody 
answered, I walked in. I—TI lost control for a few minutes 
there.’ She tried to smile. “‘ You'll say I’m crazy if I tell you 
why I came here.’’ 

“Maybe you came for the same reason I did,’’ Sader offered. 
“T thought the man might have seen Felicia Wanderley 
Tuesday night. He admitted he worked late now and then. 
And this office is about midway between Charlie Ott’s and 
Milton Wanderley’s places, and they're two of the last people 
she had contact with.” 

She hesitated, then nodded. Sader wondered if she was glad 
of the logical story he had supplied, and whether he'd been 
a fool to supply it. ‘I’ve been running around asking ques- 
tions. Not that I don’t think you’re doing a good job. Just 
... just playing a hunch.” 

“T haven't got anywhere yet.” 

She tapped her cigarette into a tray on the counter. ‘‘ You 
called the police?” 

6¢ Yes.” 

‘“This—changes things, doesn’t it?”’ 

Sader’s stare was flat, searching. “How?” 

“Well, if he was murdered because he knew something 
about Felicia’s disappearance — —-” 

“T shouldn't have said anything about that. I have no use 
fur an operator who jumps to hasty conclusions.”’ Like Dan, 
gibed the inner voice. You didn't like it because Dan thought 
there might be a connection between Mrs. Wandcrley and 
young Ajoukian, and said so. Maybe you're a little annoyed 
now, too, hecause of the way Kay looked at Dan in the office. 
Sader went restlessly to the door, looked out. The hanging 
vine was dricd, full of dead leaves. He searched for something 
more, a shred of cloth, a torn wisp of hair, hoping that some- 
one in flight had tangled here. But there was nothing. Behind 
him in the office Tina Griffin was speaking. 

“Felicia was on the rocks. I wondered if you’d found that 
out yet.” 

He turned in the doorway to face her. She looked more like 
tlie woman in the Starshine Bar now. Some colour had come 
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into her face, and her glance was composed, and ‘under the 
surface lay the hint of ironic humour—summoned now per- 
haps with etfort—that had intrigued him last night. “‘ You're 
so much younger than she, I can’t help being puzzled by your 
being such close friends.”’ 

The slanted eyes met his for a moment, then drifted away. 
“T felt sorry for her. We are two of a kind. Maybe in her I 
saw myself, come fifteen years. I was raised in this town as 
she was. We both had such good solid Middle Western 
famailics, we both were kept so close before we were marricd. 
We never saw the Pike, we never ran around with sailors.’’ 
She laughed briefly. ‘“And then, most widows sleep alonce— 
too long.”’ 

It was Sader who looked away, who felt embarrassment for 
her frankness. 

She came closer, lifted her face. She wasn’t wearing the 
raincoat, but a brief jacket of tawny wool, a red knitted dress 
under it. Her head was bare, the black hair blown and silky. 
“T liked you last night. Today you’re like another man. 
You're afraid of me.” 

“TI find corpses a little unnerving. Or maybe I too have been 
sleeping alone too many nights.’’ He cupped her face between 
his hands, drew her lips up to his own, stopped with the first 
breath of contact. Come on, said the inner voice; who're you 
waiting for? Kay Wanderley: 

The thin sung of a siren lifted at the fringe of the 
Hill. 

She pulled back, went to a corner f irthest from the dead 
man’s desk, sat down tlicie on a chrome-and-leather chair. 
“Tt was a good try,” she said. “Maybe I'll run into you again 
sometime, when you're not working.” 

Sader went over and gave her another cigarette. ‘Tell me, 
did you come here some other time?” 

She nodded after a moment. “Last ..ght. After you Icft 
me in the bar.” 

“How did that happen?” 

“T was just driving around. I saw a light in this office.” 

“Was the book-keeper here?” 
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“That man wasn’t herc.’”’ She flicked a glance toward the 
other side of the room. “The man who answered the door 
must have been the owner. He was awfully old and had on 
an expensive-looking suit. You know, you can tell good 
tailoring.’’ She smoked in silence for a moment or so. ‘When 
I kept knocking, the shade was putled back and a man looked 
out through the glass and said the place was closed. And 
would I please go away? I went.” 

“Why did you come back now?” 

“Curiosity. There was something funny about the incident.” 
She wrinkled her narrow dark brows in a frown. “He didn’t 
give a damn what I wanted, what I had to say. How did he 
know there hadn’t been an accident out hete, people were 
dying, I nceded the phone? Or that one of his oil wells was on 
fire and about to blow up? He had no questions at all. He 
just took for granted 1 was a nuisance to be chased oft the 
premises.”’ 

“How late was this?’ Sader was pacing now, back and 
forth by the counter. 

“Oh, midnight by then, anyway.” 

“Did you notice a car parked in front?” 

“I saw the end of one, | thought, sticking out from beluind 
the place.”’ . 

Sader excused himself and went outside, walked the gravelled 
path to the rear of the office where he found a lord sitting 
with its nose to the wall. He looked in at the stcering post. 
The slip was turned so that he could reid only the name, 
George Mullens. The doors of the car were locked. 

Sader rubbed the greying hair over his temple, and thought 
about it. Mullens was obviously the book keeper, a quict 
mousey type who might have entertained a secret itch like a 
yearning for fast ladies, or a love of horse racing. He’d had 
something to sell and he had wanted money so he had tried 
the market. 

The highest bidder paid off with Death. 

Sader thought wrathfully that there was no way to prove 
this, though it rolled through his mind with the clang of truth. 
There was another item on the first like a tail to a kite - his 
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catching Mrs. Griffin running away. This was truth, too, as 
unprovable as the other: if he hadn't blocked that road she’d 
have been gone and the threat of hell itself wouldn’t have 
wrung from her a confession that she had been here and found 
a dead man. 

He roamed out into the weedy slope behind the parking 
space and saw some distance away the earth embankment and 
wire fence closing in the sump hole. He went over to it. The 
wire fence was in good shape, the embankment inside almost 
as high as his head. He was turning away when his glance 
skipped past the padlock and returned to it. He went to the 
gate and bent above the lock. It had looked all right at first 
glimpse because it had }een hung carefully in place. Actually, 
it was broken. 

He took it from the gate, went inside, scrambled up the 
incline The smell of oil was heavy in the moist, still air. The 
black surface of the pool, as smooth as glass, reflected the 
sky, the shapes of rigs nearby, and his own pecring head. 
There were a couple of bubbles out in the middle and that was 
all. 

He left the enclosure, putting the lock back exactly as he 
had found it. Somebody was saving money, perhaps, or a 
pumper just hadn't had time to put in for a new lock. Sader 
went back to the drilling office and met the police at the 
door. ; 


The man who interviewed Sader and Mrs. Griffin beside the 
steps of the office was about thirty, vig, square-shouldered, 
dressed neatly and quietly in a dark blue suit. He had none of 
the characteristics usually associated with the police. His 
manner was mildly friendly, obliging, and he hid any ten- 
dency to display authority. He gave the impression of being 
eager to believe anything they wanted to tell him, so that he 
wouldn’t have to delay them too long. 

He reminded Sader of a hotel manager, or a cruise director, 
somebody whose power to order people around was submerged 
in a desire to keep them happy. He made Sader feel old and 
narrow-chested and dyspeptic. 
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This guy was good, Sader told himself, and their stories 
had better be accurate. 

The officer smiled and put his hands in his pockets and told 
them his name was Pettis. He said this somewhat bashfully, 
but giving the idea that if they had any trouble at any time, 
it was a good name to remember and rely upon. “Lieutenant 
Pettis, to be accurate. But don’t et that impress you. Will 
you tell me how you happened to come and find this Mullens 
together?” 

Tina blurted, ‘I came first. I stumbled in on himandI...I 
panicked.” 

“Oh?” Pettis looked sympathetic. “Was this long before 
Mr. Sader came?” 

“A minute or so. I was leaving when he arrived.” 

“You had a common purpose here’”’ His glance betrayed, 
ever so slightly, that thev had better not be wanting wells 
drilled. 

Sader told liim briefly but clearly about Mrs. Wanderley’s 
disappearance, and about her relative above and her real- 
estate client below. Pettis made arcs of his eyebrows, looked 
innocently up toward Milton’s louse and down toward Charlie 
Oit’s. “Do you mean this man in there, this Muilens, had 
somcthing to do with the disappearance you're working on?” 

“No. I’m explaining why we both happened to come here. 
Mrs. Griffin is a close friend of Mrs. Wandcrley's.”’ 

“You came here just because of the—the vicinity?” 

“That's nght,’’ Sader said. “‘Mullens told me earlier today 
that he knew nothing, however.” 

“You didn’t believe him?” 

Sader shrugged. ‘I didn’t believe, nor disbelieve. I had a 
photograph T wanted to show him.”’ He let Pettis presume that 
the picture was that of Mrs. Wanderley. ‘He'll never identify 
it now, of course.’’ 

Pettis went back to the facts of Mrs. Griffin’s arrival. Either 
he was wary of following Sader’s lead into the Wanderley 
affair, or he figured the woman had more for him. Sader saw 
that Tina Griffin was frightened of the detective. She kept 
blinking her eyes and swallowing, and making nervous gestures 
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with her hands “Tell me,” said Pettis, oozing kindness, 
“just what you did, and what you first noticed, when you 
got here.”’ 

“T saw the vine,” she said, blurting it out as she had before. 
“Tt was all...all hung awry, as if somebody had hung on to 
it.” 

“You thought of someone hanging to it when you first saw 
it?” 

“No. Of course not. I just—I don’t know. I guess I thought 
the wind had blown it down.” 

Pettis looked thoughtfully and politely at the vine. “Wasn't 
it that way before?” 

Cri N o.”” 

“Well, tell me about it.” 

She had to tell him then about coming late last night, and 
what had happened. Pettis spun a web of questions, but 
Sader thought she conducted herself well; he didn’t notice 
any obvious inconsistencies. She was, he noted, apt to harp a 
bit on the well-dressed appearance of the old man who had 
peeped at her through the door, and Sader got the notion 
she was covering something else, afraid she’d mention it if 
she didn’t concentrate on the good well-tailored suit and the 
expensive, highly-shined shoes. When she mentioned these 
last, Pettis went up the steps and crossed into the office; and 
Sader groaned. She’d done ¢self proud up to now. Now she 
was ruined. 

But no, not quite. She seemed to jerk herself together. ‘I 
must have got confused. Of course I couldn’t see the man’s 
feet. He was close to the door, puiling aside the blind.” 
Pettis, inside, had just raised the blind on its roller from the 
halfway mark across the pane. When he heard Tina Griffin’s 
correction, he came out again quickly. 

“T wasn’t trying to catch you,’’ he said in a friendly manner. 

Like hell you weren't, Sader said in wardly. 

“Sometimes it helps to experiment, to visualize clearly.” 
Pettis smiled at Tina, but she wasn’t able to smile back. She 
was scared, Sader knew, and she was intelligent enough to 
catch on that it wouldn’t do any good to try to hide her fear 
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from this cop. ‘“‘Now I’m going back inside, pull down the 
blind; and I want you to come and rap just as you did last 
night. And I want to stir your memory while we're acting out 
this little scene.”’ 

“The old man must have been the owner here,” she stam- 
mered. 

“Oh, I know the owner,” Pettis said regretfully, “‘and he 
isn’t him. See the name on the sign there? Jenkins. Old friend 
of our police department.’ 

Tina Griffin had turned white. She had an obvious reluct- 
ance to do what Pettis wanted, too much fear of the cop not 
to obey. Sader smiled at her, trying to buck her up, but she 
seemed dazed and didn’t appear to notice. 

Pettis went inside. There was a minute’s delay, a short time 
that seemed filled with a lot of muffled action within the office. 
Sader’s scalp turned prickly and he felt the tendons jump in 
his arms and shoulders. He had an old hand’s nose for trickery, 
and he was warned. For an instant he considered trying to 
warn the woman, even advising her not to do what Pettis had 
asked, but if they turned unco-operative they’d be under 
immediate suspicion. He forced himself to wait. Pettis’s 
voice, somewhat indistinct, came through the closed door. 
“All right, Mrs. Griffin. Come up to the pane and rap.”’ 

She went wobbling up the steps, knocked; but the pane 
remained blank to her waiting, frightened stare. All at once 
there was a clatter that made her start with fright. The blind 
flew up, striking the frame at the top and turning in its 
sprocket several times with the force of the released spring. 

Sader, below, grew cold with apprehension. Tina Griffin 
leaned toward the glass. She was ngid, teetering. He heard 
the slow hiss of her breath, the whimper as if with pain. 
Then she screamed and put her hands to her eyes and stumbled 
sidewise into the vine. She tangled there as if in a web, cried 
out, fought loose with a great scattering of dead leaves. With 
a face dead white, fixed, she fell down the steps into Sader’s 
arms. 

The door opened immediately. Pettis came down the steps 
at a run Behind him, two ambulance attendants moved 
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through the door with a covered stretcher. Pettis cried, 
“Gosh, I’m sorry! By accident she saw Mullens in there.’ 

Sader grinned at him crookedly across Mts. Griffin’s shoul- 
der. Tina was muffling screams against his coat. “‘Sure. Just 
by accident the shade flew up lke a bat out of licll, and by 
accident the guy holding the corpse’s feet had put down his 
end and the other one had lifted his, so Mullens was looking 
right out the door at a woman already scared out of her wits. 
I thought you were cleverer than that, Pettis ”’ 

Pettis’s smile grew thin. “You're stretching the incident, 
Sader. I didn’t intend to frighten her, I do notice, though, 
that she fell into the vine. If it had been on the wall, she'd 
have torn it loose as it was when she claims she got here.’ 

Sader arched an eyebrow. ‘“] see what you mean to prove. 
The vine was torn by someone who fell away from the door in 
fright—probably frum seeing Mullens murdcred. Mullens dead 
was out of sight behind the counter. But that puts Mrs. 
Griffin outside s 

“‘A witness,’’ Pettis agreed smoothly. 

Tina had caught the drift of the conversation. She wrenched 
herself from Sader’s hold. “‘You’re crazy. I found the man dead 
as I said I did. I didn’t break the damned vine.’’ All at once 
she was running toward her car at the edge of the paving. 
Sader tightened with expectation, but Pettis let her go. 

The ambulance was pulling vut then, too; and there was 
almost a collision. 

Sader said, ‘‘Being a local cop, mayf* you knew Mullens, 
too.” 

“Yes, I did.” 

“What kind of a guy was he?”’ 

Pettis hesitated, sorting perhaps such information as he 
cared to give. ‘‘A bachelor. Lived with his mother not far 
from here. Crazy about gardening and cats.”’ 

“What about horses and women?”’ 

Pettis stroked the line of his clean-shaven jaw. ‘I hadn't 
heard. Why do you ask?” 

“He impressed me as having something to sell. For cash. 
T thought he might have had expensive tastes.”’ 
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A flicker of recognition darted through Pettis’s eyes. ‘‘ His 
mother needs an operation.” 
I guess that could be it.”’ Sader lit a cigarette. ‘Do you 
want me any longer?”’ 
“T guess not. Keep in touch.’’ Pettis looked at the grey 
sky. “It’s going to rain some more.” 


go 


IO 


A BURST of rain swept the street in front of Charlie Ott’s 
duplea as Sader walked toward it. The wind was chilly. But 
the air that stole from Ott’s house as he opened the door was 
too warm and too full of the smell of whiskey. Under the mop 
of tuzzy grey hair, Ott’s 1ace was pink. 

‘Sorry to bother you,’’ Sader said. 

“T don’t care if you're sorry or not. Get off my porch,’ssaid 
Oit. “I got nothing for you ”’ 

“Tt’s about the party at Mrs. Cole’s house last Monday 
night.”’ 

Ott retreated behind the door. “I wasn’t there long.” 

“You did see Ajoukian there, didn’t you?” 

An eye came into view, glaring anger. “No. If he came, it 
was after I’d gone home.” 

‘Did you hold a conversation with Mrs. Wanderley?” 

“Go to hell.”” The door slammed. 

Sader went back to his car und headed through the rain 
toward Garden Grove. Oncc he was past the fringes of the city, 
the traffic hghtened. There were place: in the brown fields 
where the rain had gathered into pools The orange groves 
looked fresh-washed, thriving. He turned on the car radio 
and let the thud of jazz underline his thoughts. Pettis wasn’t 
through with Tina Griffin, of course. He had her on the run 
and if what. she’d told him wasn’t the truth, he’d break the 
truth out of her. Ott’s behaviour had seemed overly belli- 
gerent. It could be the drinking that had made him irascible. 
At their first meeting Sader had sensed in Ott an inner de- 
terioration, a letting-down of barriers and standards. It 
happened sometimes without obvious cause. Ott, in posses- 
sion of a well-kept piece of property worth a good chunk of 
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change on today’s market, shouldn't be plagued with the more 
mundane worries. 

‘Into Sader’s mind came a brief, unwilling memory of his 
own days as a problem drunk, with it a bitter taste, the sting 
of remembered humiliation. He forced his thoughts back to 
the matter at hand and began 19 check street names at inter- 
sections. The country had begun to look more settled, glossy, 
prosperous. A lot of well-to-do people were experimenting 
with a streamlined version of country life. The houses were 
big and ranchy, the outbuildings and fences gleamed with 
paint, the surviving orange trees looked self-ccnsciously 
fruitful. The only chickens he noticed were some pure-bred 
Brahmas, big as turkeys, put out on a lawn to show them off. 
The rain had wet their black-and-white plumage a little, but 
not enough to spoil the show. The rooster by the fence gave 
Sader a hard look, and Sader said, “I’m just passing by,’”’ in 
apology. 

He found the Ajoukian place at the end ofa lane. The house 
was a white clapboard affair, roofed with redwood shakes, low 
and rambling. A grapefruit tree sat in the front yard, sur- 
rounded by dormant roses and shut off from the street by a 
split-rail fence. Sader drove into the gravelled driveway and 
left his car, went up to the front door, and pushed the button 
and heard chimes ring far away. 

She opened the door and Sader was aware of being un- 
prepared. Dan had raved about her, of course; but somehow 
he hadn’t visualized this creature. She was the most glittering 
silver blonde Sader had ever seen. She had skin the colour of 
cream, fine small features, a round chin with a big dimple. 
Her eyes were the soft brown of velvet. Inside the pale green 
sweater, the black skirt, she had a figure nobody ever whistled 
at—they might pucker up, Sader thought, but they'd be 
breathless. He said, ‘Mrs. Ajoukian?” She nodded, her 
glance curious. “My uame is Sader.” 

The brown eyes searched him. ‘Mr. Scarborough’s part- 
ner?” 

“Yes.” 

“Come in, please.”’ 
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She led him down a tiled hall. The walls were of glass brick 
and there were big brick planters full of greenery. It smelled 
of water and fertilizer. She paused before a door. “1’m taking 
you in to meet Mr. Ajoukian.”’ 

“Thanks, I'd like that.’’ 

She opened the door and Sader looked in on what seemed to 
be a square acre of grey carpcting, a fireplace built to barbecue 
a couple of steers, and scattered ranch-style furniture. Over- 
head was a beamed ceiling stained dark to look old and smokey. 
A bank of windows faced the grapefruit tree and the roses 
outside. 

Over by the fireplace was a dark-skinned mummy wrapped 
in a white blanket. She led Sader that way. 

The old man watched their apprvach with cyes like a bird’s. 
He made conghing noises, then offered Sader his hand., His 
skin was cool, dry as dead leaves, and his nails scratched like 
the overgrown claws of an old hawk. “You found my son?” 
he asked hopefully. 

Sader sat down facing them, loosened the raincoat, lit a 
cigarette. “No. I’ve come to ask questions ” 

‘More questions?” The birdlike eyes pinned him with 
displeasure. ‘‘Connie and I have answered questions until 
we're hoarse. Can't you find my boy’”’ 

“Not yet. I want to know about the party you attended at 
Margot Cole’s.”’ 

“Mrs. Cole’s?”” Ajoukian licked his lips. ‘‘It’s slipped my 
mind a bit. Last week, wasn’t 1t?” 

“Last Monday,’ Sader corrected. The old man was sparring. 

“TI dropped in after most of the guests had gone,’’ Ajoukian 
said in a high, complaining tone. “Nothing happened of 
importance. Who told you I was there?”’ 

“T just happened to hear of 1t. You met a Mrs. Wanderley 
there?” 

In the seamed face shaded by the folded blanket there was 
any expression you cared to read. Smiles, frowns, grimaces, 
all were welded together in a network of lines. Sader thought 
the old man’s eyes grew cautious, but this could have been 
founded on pievious expectation. The girl sat passively in the 


93 


depths of a chair, watching old Mr. Ajoukian and Sader in 
turn. 

Yes, I guess I did.” 

“What did you talk about?” 

The old man turned to the girl. “Connie, bring me a little 
brandy.” As she rose, the silver hair catching the light, the 
old man’s gaze dropped from her. ‘I’ve been laid up with a 
chill. Can't seem to get my strength.’”’ He looked at Sader 
to see what Sader meant to do. 

“About Mrs. Wanderley.”’ 

The girl was gone. The old man leaned from the blanket. 
“She was drunk. She kept pestering me to find out what I 
wanted of Mrs. Cole.” 

“Did you tell her?” 

“Of course not. The Cole woman’s in trouble with her 
husband. She’s selling what she’s got on the quiet. She doesn’t 
want anybody to know.” 

“No figures were mentioned, no arnount of money?” 

Ajoukian shook his head firmly. Inside the collar of his robe, 
his throat worked as if he were swallowing something. Nervous- 
ness, perhaps. “I wouldn’t tell Mrs. Wanderley anything. 
Why should I? And what’s she got to du with my son Perry?” 

“I don’t know. Nothing, maybe. She disappeared Tuesday 
night, at least she left home Tuesday night and didn’t come 
back. She was on the Hill sometime during Tuesday evening.”’ 

“So were a lot of people.”” The old man’s fingers strayed over 
the fringe of the blanket, twisting it through his knuckles. 
“What connection have you proved?’”’ 

“None so far,” Sader said patiently. ‘Except through you, 
your meeting Mrs. Wanderley at the party the night before her 
disappearance.”’ 

The black eyes under parchment lids took on a fixity of 
stone. “Is somebody paying you to find this Mrs. Wander- 
ley?”’ 

«6 Y es,”’ 

“You're looking for her instead of Perry?” 

“My partner, Scarborough, is doing everything he can to 
find your son, Mr. Ajoukian. He traced Perry to a bar on the 
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way to Long Beach. Your son stayed there until almost eleven 
o’clock on Tuesday night. Then he received a telephone call 
and left.”’ 

The old man took a handkerchief from his robe and coughed 
into it. 

“T can’t help wondering if the call might not first have been 
put through to his home here, that information was given 
where to reach him.” 

Sader waited; the old man fumbled with his handkerchief. 

“Did you receive a call for your son, Mr. Ajoukian?”’ 

“No, sir.” 

Mrs. Ajoukian came in at that moment, a small tray in her 
hands. ‘I took the liberty-—”’ She smiled, gave Sader a tall 
greenish drink. She handed the old man a beaker with a 
couple of inches of brandy in it. Her own drink looked like a 
Coke, straight. She sat down. Below the hem of the black 
skirt her legs were long and lovely and Sader caught himself 
staring at them. 

“Ask her,” suggested Ajoukian across his brandy beaker. 

“Your husband received a telephone call at a bar around 
eleven v’clock on the night he dropped from sight. I wondered 
how the caller knew where to reach him, whether cither you 
or his father . 

She cut in, “I had no idea where he went, once he left here.” 

“You knew his favourite plac -s, | guess.” 

Her pink mouth pinched up as if with enbariassment. She 
turned her head to one side, the stver hai glowing as the light 
crossed it. ‘“‘No. Not lately. We'd bee: —we’d had a little 
falling out.’ Her eyes stole over to the old man, then hurried 
on. 

Sauder said, “I don’t think my partner knew that you and 
your husband were on the outs. That’s a prettv important 
piece of information in a casc of disappearance.” 

“Is it?’’ she asked, contrite. 

“Had either of you thought about getting a divorce?’”’ 

“Oh, no.”’ 

The old man’s harsh voice broke in. “It wouldn’t have had 
anything to do with Perry’s going away, if they had. He’s in 
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business with me, he wouldn't just walk out on what he had 
here.’ Ajoukian cast a fierce glance around, like a brigand 
totting up his spoils. ‘““Women ... any woman... wasn’t 
worth that to him.” 

Mrs. Ajoukian looked at her father-in-law and he stared 
back. Sader got an impression of hatred, thinly concealed. 
Then she murmured, ‘We still loved each other, Daddy,”’ 
and Sader wondered if he had imagined the hostility. 

The old man leaned forward from the blanket. “This is 
what you came to say, isn’t it? You haven’t found out a 
thing.”’ 

“What did you expect in the space of twenty-four hours?” 
Sader said. 

“More than you've done.” 

The girl put in, ‘‘ Mr. Sader, you're not drinking your drink. 
Isn't it what you like?”’ 

‘“‘T’m a high-dive drinker,’’ Sader told her. “That first 
taste of alcohol is the saine as jumping off a ten-story building. 
I’d like to get back up, but I can’t.”” He had put the greenish 
drink on the table by his chair. “So excuse me, and thanks 
anyhow.” 

‘You're fired,”’ said Ajoukian abruptly. 

Sader looked into the black reptilian eyes. “I'll send my 
bill.”’ 

“JT won’t pay it.”’ A funny colour had come into the parch- 
ment skin, a reddish bloom that was far froin the blush of 
health. The old man’s mouth began to tremble. “Get out of 
here.” 

“Now, Daddy,” cried the girl, springing up to run to him. 
“You've got to keep quiet. Dr. Bell told you to avoid any 
excitement.” 

“T won’t pay you a cent,” Ajoukian spat at Sader. ‘Throw 
him out, Connie. He’s a fake.”’ . 

She tried to smooth the shaking head, to pull the blanket 
around hirn. ‘he old man struck at her with a clawlike hand. 
She looked over at Sader. ‘‘He’s going to have one of his fits. 
He ought to be put in bed. I can’t carry him. He drove off 
his nurse.” 
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Sader walked tu Ajoukian’s chair, avoided a swipe of the 
hawk’s claws, threw the blanket around the old man, and 
lifted him. She ran ahead, opening doors. They went down a 
carpeted hall past several rooms, into a big bedrvom. She 
hurried to the bed, turned down the coverlets. Sader put 
Ajoukian into the lavender sheets, had his face raked in 
parting. 

“Oh, I’m sorry! He got you, didn’t he?”’ The velvety eves 
seemed ready to weep velvet tears. She touched Sader’s jaw 
with finger tips as cool as snow. On the bed, the old man was 
convulsed with coughing. “‘ Wait here for just a moment, will 
you? I’ve got to telephone Dr. Bell.”’ 

Sader put a handkerchief to the welts on his cheek and sat 
down by the bed. “Mr. Ajoukian, a man was murdered 
to-day. His name was Mullens. He was a book-kceper.in a 
field office on Signal Hill. I think he knew something about 
the disappearance of Mrs. Wanderley. He might also have 
known something of the whcreabouts of your son. Tell me 
—did this man contact you?”’ 

The old man seemed torn by some terrible dilemma. His 
breathing had a broken, sucking sound like a pump thrown 
off beat. ‘“‘Who’s this fellow you’re talking about?”’ 

“You heard me.” 

‘“Mullens?’’ He seemed to sort hurriedly the clutter in his 
mind. ‘Well, maybe. Mayhe.”’ 

“Maybe you went down to his office last night to meet him. 
Maybe that’s when you caught your chill. There’s a woman 
who saw you, who can identify you.”” Sader was convinced 
now that Tina Griffin had recognized that elerly man in the 
field office. That was why she’d kept harping on the clothes, 
the outward trappings, kceping oft the subject of identity. 
She’d seen Ajoukian previously, of course, at Margot Cole’s 
party, even thought she may not have been introduced or have 
learned his name. Was she, like Mullens, trying to salvage 
something to sell? 

A dangerous game. .. . Perhaps she hadn't wanted to make 
positive identification to spite Pettis. Or to keep herself from 
further questiuning. 
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Ajoukian was whispering. “If Mullens is dead, it means he 
really did know something. Something more than ...’’ The 
words died in a rattle. ‘‘It means my son is dead, perhaps.” 
He turned his face, retreating into grief. 

Mrs. Ajoukian came back. She bent above the old man. 
“Dr. Bell is coming right away.” 

“It doesn’t matter now.” 

She threw a glance at Sader. “What have you told him?” 

‘“‘There’s been a murder. A man who may have known some- 
thing of your husband's disappearance was killed this morning. 

She seemed almost to stagger, her right ankle turning 
loosely. ‘‘Why should that happen?” 

“‘My son is dead,” said Ajoukian in his harsh broken whisper. 

The room grew still. The girl’s hands twisted, fumbled with 
her bracelets. “It isn’t true, is it?”’ 

“T don’t know,” said Sader. My best line, he thought grimly. 
In this affair I’m Johnny Know-Not. All I can find out is that 
there was a party, old man Ajoukian wanted to buy oil shares, 
and Mrs. Wanderley didn’t like a job involving pigs. He walked 
to the door, turned back. “I hope I won’t offend you, asking 
this. Was your husband interested in another woman?” 

All at once old man Ajoukian sprang up in bed and roared, 
“Women! Women! Can't you get women out of your head 
for a minute? My son had money! He didn’t have to worry 
over women!” Then he flopped back and lay wheezing. 

The girl in the middle of the room flinched, turning from 
Sader. “If he had anyone, he’d met herrecently. And perhaps, 
as Daddy says, it wouldn't have been serious.”’ 

Sader hated to leave her there. She was young and lovely, 
and her life under the thumb of the fierce old man couldn’t be 
pleasant. He wondered what her marriage had been like, why 
she’d come to live here with her father-in-law and what sort 
of husband the son had been. Maybe Dan knew. 

“IT think your father-in-law had better get in touch with the 
police about the death of Mullens—when the doctor gives 
permission, of course.” 

“T’ll see that he does.” 

“And you should call the Santa Ana sheriff's office, too.”’ 
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She nodded obediently. 

“Don’t take anything for granted.”’ 

She smiled at his effort to cheer her, though the velvet eyes 
did not light up. She escorted him to the door. ‘‘ Daddy didn’t 
really mean to fire you.”’ 

“T’m not quitting whether he did or not. We’re working on 
another disappearance. It seems to coincide oddly with that 
of your husband.” 

“Oh? And who is that?” 

“A Mrs. Wanderley.” 

“She disappeared Tuesday night? When Perry did?”’ 

“Not exactly. She was secn Wednesday morning.”’ He saw 
the curiosity, and somcthing like a touch of unwilling fear, in 
her glance. “I wish I could explain the connection. Let’s just 
say it’s a hunch.” 

“Who 1s she?” 

“A well-to-do woman, came from an old Middle Western 
family, has a big house on Ocean Avenue, a daughter about 
your age.” 

She gave a husky breathless laugh. ‘You mean, an old 
woman?”’ 

“Forty-seven,” Sader said, feeling like a dinosaur. ‘‘ Didn’t 
look it. But I don’t think your husband would have been 
attracted.” 

He expected her to be relu ved, since he had thought her 
suspicions had been roused by the idea of some sort of elope- 
ment. But she shook her head as if m 'stified, a pinched ex- 
pression settling on her lips. It seemed t» Sader that all at onre 
she had admitted to herself the things her husband had been 
—a chaser of women among others only she could know. “‘It’s 
hard to say,’’ she murmured. ‘‘It’s hard to say just whom he 
might have liked.’’ The words seemed dragged from her. 

On this awkward note, Sader took his departure. 

The rain had fined to a scattered, erratic sprinkling. He 
drove from Ajoukian’s leafy lane to the highway, turned 
toward Long Beach. He switched on the radio, then clicked 
it off. At a service station on the edge of town he parked, went 
into the telephone booth, rang the office. Nobody answered. 
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He tried the Wanderley Meuse. Dan was there, apologetic 
about taking Miss Wanderley home. She’d looked lonely, he 
offered. 

Sader, shut in the close stuffiness of the booth, seemed all at 
once to smell Kay’s fresh perfume, and the memory of the way 
she’d turned to Dan tore through him. He knew how she'd 
look, looking lonely. ‘‘Sure,’’ he said, “‘but you’d better start 
putting on the brakes. I think what you’re experimenting 
with is polygamy, sort of.”’ 

“You met Mrs. Ajoukian?’’ Dan said, his voice suddenly 
warm. 

“Still interested? ” 

“Oh, you know how it is.” 

Kay was within hearing distance, Sader judged. “I’ve got 
an idea for a job.”’ 

“Yours or mine?” 

“Both. I want you to go over to San Pedro to a boat-supply 
shop and buy a couple of grappling hooks. Some rope. Check 
our flash-lights.”’ 

The silence was long, drawn out, as if Dan had forgotten 
how to talk. Then he laughed unevenly and stammetcd, 
“Perish the thought ‘ 

“Take a good look at Kay Wanderley,” Sader said through 
his teeth. “‘She deserves a decent job done for her, not to have 
you hold her hand to console her. Get on it.’ He knew that 
Dan must sense the savage jealousy that stabbed him. 

“Sure, Papa. Right away. Two grap . 

“Shut up.” He rammed the phone into place and opened 
the booth. 
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II 


In the office Sader opened a drawer of Dan’s desk and looked 
long at the rum bottle. Then he shut the drawer, went around 
to his own desk, and got a box of aspirin. He stepped into the 
outer office to draw a cup of water. He tossed two tablets into 
his mouth, washed thern down, tasted the bitterness on the 
back of his tongue. The office was dark, the light almost gone, 
though it was scarcely five yet. 

Dimly, his own reflection danced in the side of the water 
bottle. ‘‘What a clunk,” he said to his distorted image. 
‘Who do you think you’re kidding? Dan’s wise now.” He 
wanted to jeer at himself, to poke fun; but something 
inside him was as heavy and cold and dead as a chunk of 
ice. 
He went back into the other room Where lights burned, sat 
down, typed up everything that had happened at the field 
office and later at the Ajoukians’. ‘We ought to invest in a 
tape recorder, a portable one, ’ he said half aloud, imagining 
himself talking into one as he had driven toward Long Beach, 
saving all this work. 

When he shut the office and went down to the street, the 
chimes of the big church on Pacific Avenue were ringing the 
half-hour. It was half-past six. He went over to Pine, turned 
left toward the beach. At the foot of Pine Avenue he walked 
down the incline to the beach, turned into the alley of garish 
light. The rain had stopped, though the skies had not cleared. 
There were knots of people, sailors mostly, strolling along the 
midway. 

Milton’s booth was lit and his pigs peered at Sader in- 
quisitively from behind their wire netting. But Milton wasn’t 
behind the counter urging the public to buy baseballs. 
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The man in the next concession, putting change into his 
change box, said, “‘ Looking for Milt? He’s in the bar yonder.” 
He jerked a thumb at a flashing blue sign across the way. 

A six-year-old kid with a wet toffee apple bumped into 
Sader. He was rubbing the stickiness with a handkerchief as 
he went into the bar. There were about a half-dozen people 
on stools, a few more at tables. The light was poor and the 
juke-box thunderous. He picked out Milton Wanderley at a 
table in the back of the room, Tina Griffin with him, drinks 
on the table before them. They were watching him. Milton’s 
sagging face was split in a smile. Tina’s exotic, oriental eyes 
held a wary hurt as if she hoped Sader might go on out again. 

He walked back. Milton half rose, brushing at his temple 
in the awkward gesture which was habitual. Sader said, 
“Mind if I join you for a minute?” 

Milton beckoned the waitress. ““What’ll you have?” 

“Coke,” Sader told the girl. ‘Cold but no ice.” 

“Still on the wagon?” Tina bantered softly. 

“Still on, but I don’t know for how long,’’ Sader said 
heavily. “‘A reformed drunk walks a tightrope every waking 
minute of his life.’ 

‘‘You used to drink, huh?” Milton asked. 

“With enthusiasm.” The Coke came and Sader tried it. 
Tina was shooting little glances at him, her slanted eyes 
enigmatic under her lashes. “I’m sorry about that incident 
on the Hill.” 

‘“‘T should be cross with you for making me go back.” 

“T didn’t,” Sader corrected without heat. “But I’m sorry 
anyway that Pettis treated you as he did. He wanted a con- 
fession from you.” 

“T knew that. I didn’t have anything to confess.”’ In the 
shadow of the silky black hair her brow was serene, un- 
worried. Her long fingers on the glass she held betrayed no 
tremble of nervousness. 

Milton must have heard from her of the murder in the field 
office. He said worriedly, “That guy’s place is right below 
my house, not more than a half-mile. I was home, I guess, 
when it happened. Is that what you came to ask me about?”’ 
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Sader said, “Just hoping you’d remember something.”’ 

“T was trying to sleep this morning. My head hurt, so after 
I’d fed and watered the pigs I took some sleeping pills and lay 
down with the blinds drawn. Sometimes it helps. Anyway, I 
had no idea anything was wrong down there. I’d never met 
this man Mullens. I live on the Hill because I get the house 
cheap and the landlord’s away. I never did get acquainted 
with any of the oil people.’’ He shifted on his chair. ‘‘ How’s 
it coming, looking for Felicia? ’’ 

‘“‘Nothing,’’ said Sader, his lips tightening. 

“‘What’s Kay doing? Is she pretty upset? ”’ 

“The rain gets her.”’ 

“T see what you meau,’’ Milton said, after considering it. 
“Anyone gone like that, perhaps something happened to 
them, you figure when the bad weather comes they might be 
out init. Helpless. Dead, even. You think of them lying out 
all wet, no shelter, no warmth. Nobody to give a damn.” 

Tina shivered delicately. The juke-box switched to a new 
record and a cloying voice began to whisper of faithless love. 
Tina moved her glass, building a pattern of small close circles. 
“Whcre could she be? It couldn’t be the Hull, there’s no place 
to hide. Too many men work there. The place is full of people 
all day. They’d see her.” 

“T don’t know,” Milton argued. “If somebody was hurt, 
or dead, you could dump them :vts of placcs. There’s all kinds 
of gullies and holes, weed patches-——”’ 

“T’ve been wondering about that simp below Mullens’s 
office.”” Sader watched them both, but »\othing drifted across 
their faces except puzzlement, a mild surprisé, and a touch of 
revulsion on Tina's part. 

‘“‘They’ve fenced those things, what’s left of them,” Milton 
said. “‘ Kids and dogs and cats used to fall in.”’ 

‘“‘What a horrible way to die... .’’ Tina said, strain in her 
voice. 

Milton worried it around. “I’m always afraid those pigs of 
mine will get into oil, somehow. They can pry through a fence 
like weasels. One little hole, they’d be out,a line of follow-the- 
leader.”” He seemed eager now to lead the conversation away 
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from Felicia. “I finally just moved them indoors. Maybe 
it wasn’t an entirely honest thing—lI didn’t get the landlord’s 
permission. He lives in San Bernardino, I just mail him the 
rent. I couldn’t figure what else to do with the pigs.” 

“Quit worrying,” Tina said. “‘ You're always fretting over 
something. Why not just admit the pigs are company, and to 
hell with what anyone thinks?’”’ 

Sader remembered that he hadn’t heard any disapproval of 
Milton from anyone, including the woman with the strange 
blue eyes, Margot Cole. Mrs. Cole had condemned Felicia 
Wanderley for her intolerance over Milton’s pigs. He re- 
membered too, now, the story of the party Monday night. He 
asked Tina, ‘‘Do you remember whethcr Charlie Ott and 
Ajoukian were at Mrs. Cole’s party at the same time?”’ 

It caught her off guard and her reply stumbled. 
“ Ajoukian? ” 

Sader’s glance was ironic, mocking; and she saw it and 
colour came into her face. “An elderly man, Very well 
dressed, I imagine. You can always tell good tailoring. You 
saw Felicia Wanderley there, of course.”’ 

She nodded mutely. Milton broke in with, “Have you 
figured what she was mad about at my place? Somebody not 
being honest, or something hke that?” | 

‘“T have a couple of leads,’ Sader ansWered. To himself h 
admitted their uncertain quality. No one could say definitcly 
that Felicia Wanderley had been angry about Ajoukian’s 
proposal to buy Margot Cole’s oil shares. Mrs. Cole had reasons 
for not co-operating. Ajoukian wouldn't discuss his business 
affairs. 

Charlie Ott might have been sabotaging Mrs. Wanderley i 
regard to her fee for selling his duplex. He wasn’t talking, any 
more than was Mrs. Cole or Ajoukian. 

‘TI guess,” Sader corrected sombrely, “I should say I havea 
couple of hunches.”’ 

Milton fiddled with his drink. ‘I wish I could help you. I 
wish I’d seen something this morning. But gosh, I didn’t even 
know the guy down there in the office was in danger. I still 
don’t see how his murder ties in with Felicia.” 
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Tina brushed at a wing of hair that had fallen along her 
cheek. The oriental look had deepened around her eyes, so that 
Sader seemed to see a mask chiselled with a tool, remote’ and 
haughty. ‘‘No one’s proved it has,” she said softly. 

©ader thought about the oil sump and Dan’s errand to buy 
the grappling hooks. The cold, dead feeling grew heavier ; and 
he wished he could have had a drink. One drink. 


“My God, does it have to rain forever?’’ Dan got out of 
the car and looked at the dark and shuddered. They were 
parked in the lee of the office where Mullens had died. In the 
black sky overhead Sader sensed clouds, wet and heavy, rolling 
along like a fleet of ovcrloaded trucks. Dan pulled ropes and 
grappling hooks from the floor of the back seat. ‘On a night 
like this a man should go to bed with a good book. Remind 
me, Papa. Next time it’s like this and you pull me out into the 
weather, I’m resigning.”’ 

“Didn’t you wear your rubbers, sonny?” Sader asked, 
pretending to worry about it. “Need your nose wiped?” He 
tested the big flashlight , its beam cut across the weedy slope, 
showed the wet earth, and struck silver in the falling rain. Off 
in the distance a few lights blinked where rigs were working. 
The town was blotted cut in the storm. 

“When I need m¥ nose wiped Ill ask for prettier hands than 
yours,’ Dan jcered, then wa.ted to see what Sader would 
reply. ‘‘That Kay Wanderley’s a cute mouse. I wouldn't mind 
somne attention from her.” 

Sader knew his partner was baiting him and kept silent. 
They walked down the slope from the office, came to the 
embankment and the fence surrounding the oil sump. 

“You know what we'll get out of here, don’t you?”’ Dan 
shuffled, the iron hooks clanged together. ‘‘ Twenty-two 
dead cats. Old tyres. Some old love letters preserved in 
asphalt.”’ 

Sader didn’t answer. He went over to the gate and put the 
light on the lock, and then said something in a low voice. 

“Something wrong?”’ Dan asked. 

“New lock since today,’’ Sader answered. 
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“Tt’s not very high. We can climb it.” He proved this by 
putting a hand on the top bar of the gate and vaulting over. 

Sader went over by pulling himself up, squirming across, 
dropping on the other side. He felt Dan standing off in the 
dark watching him. “I hate show-offs,’”’ he said. Dan laughed 
cruelly, and Sader flushed, thankful that the light wasn’t on 
him and Dan couldn’t see. 

They went up the embankment and Sader flicked the beam 
of light around over the surface of the oil. There were still 
bubbles out in the middle. He pointed them out to Dan. 
“Let’s aim for them.” 

Dan went on complaining about the rain all the time they 
cast and drew in. Until the third try. That was when he got 
the handbag. 

‘First bundle of old love letters,’’ Dan said, as the hook 
dragged up out of the ooze and he saw something trailing. 
Then Sader came over and put the light on it, and they saw 
what it was. “Oh, oh. This is what happens when the purse 
snatchers get through with them.”’ 

Sader squatted, took out a handkerchief, wiped the clinging 
oil from the bag. Rain spattered on the leather as he cleaned 
it. “Hold the light.’’ He twisted the catch and pulled the 
purse open. Purse and contents were sodden, permeated with 
oil. Some paper fell to pieces as Sader lifted it forth. Cigarettes, 
a book of matches, and some other stuff was welded together, 
black with oil, oozing a thin stained stream of water. He found 
a leather wallet. 

He stood up, opened the wallet, wiped at the plastic com- 
partments. Dan stood at his shoulder with the light. 

“She let her driver's licence expire,’ Dan said finally. 

‘She lopped seven years off her age, too,’ Sader added. He 
flipped open the money compartment. Soaked bills shone with 
a greasy slime. “‘Not robbed, at any rate.” 

‘“‘Maybe worse. You going to fish some more, huh?” 

Sader grunted, put the wallet on top of the purse. Dan laid 
the light down on the bank so that it illuminated the pool. 
They went back to work. After about ten minutes, Sader said, 
“We aren’t getting out into the middle.” 
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‘You figure she could crawl there after she was tossed 
in?” 

“There's always water on the bottom of the sump,’’ Sader 
told Dan. “A body would gravitate to the lowest spot. 
Probably out farther than we’re hitting it.” 

Dan took off his slicker. “Watch this, Papa.’’ He heaved, 
and the line went far out and the hook dropped into the black 
surface. He started to pull in, then stopped. ‘Caught on an 
old tree trunk.”’ His teeth were white 1n the reflected light as 
he grinned at Sader, down the bank. 

Sader walked back and they pulled together. The thing on 
the hook bobbed to the surface just in front of their feet, and 
Dan yelped. Sader let the line slacken, and cursed. 

They waited for a minute, Dan’s breath was harsh and 
whistling, and Sader thought he could hear his teeth chatter. 
“What do you think it is?’”’ Dan asked. “Is 1t—her?”’ 

“Could be. Could be anybody.” 

Suppose we dig up some perfect stranger? Couldn’t we 
just leave him here and go home?” Dan tried to laugh, but 
the sound was hollow. “After all, we've got Mrs. Wanderley’s 
handbag. We could work on that for a while.”’ 

“This is the place where the boys get off the line and the 
men go on to the station,” Sader said grimly. ‘‘ You going or 
staying?” 

“God damn you, who you caiung yellow?” Dan went on to 
curse Sader thoroughly, and betrayed his popping nerves. 
Sader listened for a couple of minutes, he rope slack in his 
hands, and then suddenly he snapped at Dan to shut up and 
get to work. They pulled the thing from the oil, up to the top 
of the bank. 

“It’sa man!” Dan bent over the figure. He’d picked up the 
flashlight, trained the beam on the body. The stench of oil 
seemed suddenly stronger in the damp night air. ‘The hook was 
embedded in the clothing at the waist. ‘Yhe coat had dragged 
half off the arms and the body lay on its face. With a grimace, 
Sader knelt and pushed at the inert shoulder. Dan backed 
away 

Keep the hight still, damn you.” 
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“Sure, Papa. He needs his face washed. What’ll we call 
him?” 

Sader’s handerchief, already soaked with oil from cleaning 
the purse, didn’t make much impression on the gummy stuff 
that clung to the features of the dead man. ‘“‘Give me some- 
thing. The tail of your shirt. Or your raincoat. I’ve got to 
have a look at him.” 

“Use your own shirt.” But grudgingly, Dan held out a clean 
handkerchief. ‘‘I’m going to put this on the expense account. 
Pure linen. My aunt bought me a dozen for Christmas, a 
dollar apiece.”’ 

“You never had a dollar handkerchief in your life.’’ Sader 
worked over the dead man averting his face as much as possible 
from the stench of oil. “Black hair. A young guy. Heavy 
brows, full lips. No telling what colour the eyes were.” He 
shrugged and stood up, dropping Dan’s handkerchief on the 
body. “I can’t do any more with him. We need a telephone.” 

“Aren’t you going to make an identification? ”’ 

“T can’t. I think it’s young Ajoukian. His wife will be 
brought in and asked to identify him. They'd better leave the 
old man alone. He’s sick.” 

‘Him and me too,”’ Dan growled. 

“Wait here, will you? I’ll try to get into that office to use 
the phone. If I can’t get in I'll have to drive over to Cherry.” 

“Let me go.” 

Sader didn’t smile, but his tone was dry, amused. “Sure. 
Run along.” 

Again Dan erupted into curses. “You think you're so 
damned tough, so goddam smart. J ought to belt vou one for 
insulting me.” 

Sader took out cigarettes and matches and proceeded to 
light up. Dan walked around a little. 

“‘T didn’t mean it, Red.” 

‘You're just nervous,’ Sader jeered. “You can leap over 
fences like Tarzan, but a dead guy in a sump unlaces you.” 

“Yeah, yeah. Rub it in. Feel good. Get a big head over it. 
Make love to the Wanderley babe. Tell her how wonderful 
you are.” 
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“Are you going to wait here while I telephone? ”’ 

“This guy and I are going to have a crap game,”’ Dan said. 
“We'll be real sociable. I might win all of his money. Speaking 
of money, why don’t you look in his clothes for his wallet?” 

“You can do that while I’m telephoning.’ Sader went back 
to the gate, crawled over, lighted his way to the office where he 
found a rear window unlocked. When he had located Pettis 
and talked to him, he walked back to the sump. Dan was using 
his flishlight now, but not on the body. He was shining it 
aimlessly out over the oil sump, whistling to himself in the 
lonely dark. 

He came down to the gate, leaned there, waiting for Sader. 
“Tt’s Ajoukian, all right. You want to know how I figure it? 
Mrs. Wanderley was sore because old Ajoukian was buying 
the oil shares from her friend, taking advantage of a wonran in 
trouble. The son comes out to reason with her. She’s all lit 
up. To cool her down, he suggests a walk. She ups and murders 
him. Somehow, tossing in the body, her purse tangles and 
goes along. Then, getting worried, she arranges that scene 
with the cab driver to draw attention from her presence here 
on the Hill.” 

Sader leaned against the other side of the gate, lit a new 
cigarette from the old onc, listened to the pumps chuckling 
in the distance. “‘We might stuck it up that way when we get 
a few more answers. Who called young Ajoukian at the bar? 
Where did she yet ammo for the gun? Who fell into those 
vines by the office door? And where s Felicia Wanderley 
now?” 

“ Aaah, they’re just minor details,’’ Dan assured him. 
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THE lane was dark, Ajoukian’s lights glowing at the end. 
Sader parked in the drive, went to the door, rang the faraway 
chiming bells. It was some time before the door opened. A 
grey-haired woman in a white nurse’s uniform looked out at 
him. ‘Yes, sir?”’ 

“Ts Mrs. Ajoukian in?”’ 

“She should have answered the bell,’’ the nurse said. ‘‘I’ll 
go see, though. Whom shall I say is here?”’ 

“Sader.” 

She went away, her rubber heels smacking the tiled floor of 
the hall. The smell of the indoor greenery stole out, a wet 
damp hot-house odour that contrasted with the rainy night, 
and Sader wrinkled his nose. He tried to pre-phrase his 
message for Ajoukian’s beautiful young widow. The police 
would like to see her at the morgue. Or perhaps, if she could 
give them the name of a family friend who could identify her 
husband, they’d accept that temporarily. Until she stopped 
crying, perhaps. Sometimes widows broke down and had 
hysterics, or even fainted. Pettis’s aversion for such actions 
had been thinly hidden under the request for Sader to bring 
the news to the family. He’d tricd to imply that since Sader 
was grossly overpaid hired help, he might as well earn some 
small part of his money. 

The nurse came back, looking busy and indifferent. ‘‘She 
isn’t here.” 

‘It’s very importdnt that I talk to her or to Mr. Ajoukian.”’ 

“Mr. Ajoukian isn’t at all well. He had a heart attack late 
this afternoon. Maybe I could take a message for him.”’ 

“ They found the body of his son tonight.” 

She looked so shocked that Sader knew she’d been unaware 
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of the son’s disappearance. “‘Oh, dear!” She wavered in in- 
decision, then added, “I'll call the doctor. Perhaps you could 
see Mr. Ajoukian for a minute.’’ She rushed off again. 

This time she came back quickly, shaking her head. “I’m 
sorry. Dr. Bell doesn’t want Mr. Ajoukian to be told of his 
son’s death until he can see him again tomorrow.’’ She eyed 
Sader curiously. ‘Was it an accident?” 

“His son’s been missing several days. I don’t think they 
know yet what killed him.”’ He nodded good-bye and walked 
away. He was in his car, his fingers on the key in the switch, 
when headlights turned in at the other end of the lane, crept 
toward the house. He waited. The other car stopped at the 
edge of the drive, a door slammed, quick steps crunched in the 
gravel. Sader opened his door again and got out. 

The lights behind her lit up Mrs. Ajoukian’s silver Irsir like 
a halo. She peered toward him. “‘Mr. Sader? You brought 
news?” 

“Bad news, I’m afraid.’’ 

She seemed to fall crookedly against the side of her fender. 
He sprang to catch her, but she said breathlessly, ‘‘I turned 
my foot on a stone. Have you told Daddy?” 

‘The docto: wouldn’t give permission.” 

Her head bent ; she seemed to collect herself. “He had a bad 
day. After you went he had a crving fit, and then coughed a 
lot, and finally went into a surt of convulsion. Dr. Bell said 
his heart is weak. We found another nurse.”’ The rain was 
settling in the silver hair, on the shc ilders of her fur coat. 
“Is—is Perry dead?”’ 

“Yes.” 

“Did you find him?” 

“We found his body in an oilsump. The police want you to 
identify him if you feel up to it. Otherwise a family friend 
will do.”’ 

She stumbled back to the door of he: : ar, cut the switch on 
the motor and killed the lights, came back to him in the dark. 
He smelled the perfume she wore, dry and winy. Her hand 
touched his, the cool fingers clinging. ‘‘Let’s go in and sit 
down. You tell me more then.”’ 
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There was a fire in the enormous fireplace—not very big; 
it looked lost in the cavern of brick. She shed the fur coat ona 
chequered lounge and walked to the fire and looked at it 
sombrely. “It doesn’t seem possible. I can’t believe he’s dead. 
He had a kind of—well, animal vitality is the way I thought 
of it. Like a gorilla. Invincible.” 

She didn’t sound as if she’d loved the gorilla overly much, 
Sader thought, but you could never tell. He was surprised at 
the lack of reaction in her. It seemed to be a mask, covering 
shock perhaps. She turned around to look at Sader. In that 
moment he decided that she was the most beautiful woman 
he’d ever seen. There wasn’t a flaw in the soft face, the silver 
curls, the slim figure dressed in red wool. Almost too perfect, 
he added to himself, to be real. A doll that had learned to talk, 
to move, to understand. A doll with a steel spring instead of 
a heart. 

No, that wasn’t being fair to her. “Do you want me to call 
someone to identify your husband?” 

“T’ll go.’ Her tone was quiet and composed. ‘‘Let me think 
for a little bit, and get warm.’’ She pushed aside the coat on 
the chequered couch and sat down, pointed to a chair for 
Sader. “‘How did Perry dic?” 

“T saw what looked to be a gunshot wound over his temple. 
But there was so much oil on him, too— don’t take it as final.’ 

“Do you think he’s been dead ever since he went away?”’ 

“Only a post-mortem would give that information. And 
maybe even then not definitely. Personally, I think he died 
shortly after eleven o’clock on Tuesday night.’ 

The big brown eyes grew puzzled. ‘Why are you so sure?” 

“I think the person who called him at the barbecue bar is 
the last person who saw him alive.’’ He turned away from that 
other conviction, for Kay’s sake, that Mrs. Wanderley had used 
the gun. 

“Why should anyone want to murder my husband?” The 
firelight on the silver curls dappled them with gold. “‘He was 
young, a little ruthless, maybe. But what had he done, that 
he should be killed? She seemed so intent on his answer that 
Sader was almost embarrassed. 
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“Can’t you supply that information?” 

She averted her face. The fire painted a golden line on her 
profile. “I guess—sometimes a wife is the last to know. If 
there was anything——” 

“Well, perhaps you’d quarrelled———’’ 

She shook her head. ‘‘Not over women. Please don't think 
that. It was about money. Thc old man thought I spent too 
much. Perry tried to keep the peace.’’ She looked at Sader, 
the brown cyes velvety in icgret. ‘Ask him, ask Mr. Ajou- 
kian.”’ 

Well, Sader thought, she’s stopped calling him Daddy. 
He studied the huge, luxurious room. He wondered how 
much of this would be claimed by the widow. If she had no 
claim here, where would she go; what would she do? 

Perhaps Sader’s interest in the house displeased her snbtly. 
She rose, lifted the coat. “Where do we go to see about 
Perry?’’ For just an instant he imagined a catch in her voice 
—had it been real?—and he wondered if under the gorgeous 
surface there lurked grief he couldn’t even imagine, whcther 
inwardly she could be lost, terrified. He stepped over to help 
her with the coat. “Did you talk to Mr. Ajoukian tonight?” 

“No.” 

“T’d better speak to the nurse before I leave. Can you let 
yourself out?”’ 

“Don’t worry about me. I u be out beside the cars.”’ 

She hesitated, looking back at the warm hearth as though 
envying the comfort of that spot. Was he thinking just then 
of the cold depths of the sump? Appat:ntly not—— 

“We'll go in my car,’’ she said, touching his hand with her 
cool fingers. “When we get home again, I'll write a cheque 
for you.” 

It was a funny time to think about settling his account. 
“There’s no hurry. You can mail it anytime.” 

“Please come back with me.”’ She muved over to the door 
as if embarrassed that she should have to beg for his com- 
pany at such a time. There was nothing Sader could do but 
to agree, though he had wanted to be with Kay Wanderley 
when the police interviewed her about her mother’s handbag. 
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At twelve-fifteen Sader went back to the Pike. It had been 
a quiet night because of the bad weather; most of the con- 
cessions were closed. In Milton’s booth, however, lights 
burned and the little pigs still peered from behind the wire 
netting. Sader walked over to an open-front café where the 
cook at the griddle stood facing the traffic. The smell of coffee 
and fried hamburgers and fish and chips drowned out the rainy 
tang on the night air. “Do you know Milton, the guy with 
the pigs?’”’ 

The cook flipped a couple of meat patties. ‘Yeah. He’s 
around somewhere. Saw him tonight.” 

Sader went to the bar, but Milton wasn’t in it. Finally he 
returned to the booth, hopped the counter, and investigated 
the space behind the pigs. It was a crudely boarded-in closet, 
the width of the room, perhaps four fect deep, furnished with 
some sacks of feed, a tottering card table, and an army cot. 
Milton lay on the cot, his face turned to the bare bulb that 
burned in the ceiling. He was asleep with his mouth open. 

Sader shook him awake. “You’re wanted at police head- 
quarters on the Hill.” 

“About that dead guy at the field office?” Milton said, 
after yawning himself awake. He bent to put on his shoes. 
“J don’t know anything about him.” 

“New client this time. There was a dead man in the sump. 
They want you to look him over.” 

Milton went on lacing his sneakers, his fingers awkward 
with the ties. He kept his head down. “T still don’t know 
anything. Why can’t they leave me alone? Next thing you 
know, they'll jump on me for keeping my pigs in the house.”’ 

“Couldn’t your pigs stay down here for one night?” 

“You crazy?’”’ Milton shot him an angry look from welow. 
‘“‘There’s no way to lock this place good. I got to take my 
prizes and the pigs home every night. Wouldn't be nothing 
left here in the morning.”’ 

“T’ll tell you what I’ll do,’’ Sader said. “You run up there 
and talk to the cups and I'll stay here with your pigs and 
merchandise.” 

The offer seemed to surprise Milton. “You will?” 
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“Sure. I’ve been almost everything else. Let me be a pig 
sitter once in my life.”’ 

It’s good of you to offer.’’ Milton seemed to turn Sader’s 
generosity over in his mind, as if seeking something ulterior 
in it. ‘I couldn’t pay you for it, though. I know your time’s 
worth money.” 

“This is on me,’’ Sader told him. 

Milton picked a leather jacket up off the broken table, 
ncdded to Sader and went out. The rarrow room grew quict 
except for the minor trottings of the pigs in their cages. Once 
in a while he could catch the singsong chant of the cook in the 
open-front café, the invitation to dine having about as much 
relation to normal speech as the hamburgers had to ordinary 
food. Sader picked around through the magazines and comics 
Milton had on the floor at the head of the cot. He decided 
that Milton liked stories about space men with antennae on 
their heads who were thwarted by earth heroes. He noted the 
presence, in these yarns, of lovely young ladies in danger of 
being carried off to set up housekceping on Mars. This could 
mean that Milton had a subconscious compulsion about being 
a hero. It could even mean, Sader thought wistfully, that 
Milton had shot young Ajoukian because in the heat of an 
argument he thought Ajoukian was threatening Mrs. Wan- 
derley. This was interestinyv 

Even more interesting was Milton’s lack of curiosity about 
the identity of the man in the sump. 

Sader sat on the army cot and i.t cigarettes one after 
another. He thought about Milton, Multon’s possible motives 
as a murderer; but in dealing with the Wanderley cousin he 
knew he had to allow for certain deviations from normal 
behaviour because of Milton’s head injury. It would be hard 
to be logical and consistent with a steady throb in your 
brain. 

The pigs seemed restless, so Sader wenr over and looked into 
the back doors of their pens, and filled their water cups from 
a tap in the corner, and gave them some of the grain in the 
sacks. They regarded him with eager affection and ignored 
the corn. Sader decided tt.ey were already full, had only 
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craved atiention. He was returning the metal scoop to the 
open bag of grain when he heard a noise at the back door. 
Someone had rapped faintly on the panel. 

Sader walked to the other end of the narrow space, turned 
the key, pulled the door inward. The row of concessions 
backed up to the side of the pier 4t this point. There was a 
promenade of a few feet in width, then the pier railing, the 
sea beyond. The light wasn’t too good, but Sader made out 
the figure of a woman in a dark coat and hat. It was a moment 
before he recognized her, before the strange blue eyes under 
the hat brim registered and brought back her name. Margot 
Cole. 

“T’m looking for Milton,’’ she said, and her tone showed 
that she had not as yet recognized Sader. She tried to peer 
past him into the room. Over her temples her hair was pulled 
tight as he remembered it and the heavy bun on her neck 
distorted the line of the brim. “Isn’t he here?” 

“Come in,” Sader invited, stepping back. She looked at 
him quickly, knowing him now. “Milton's out on an errand.” 

She came in, turned swiftly to face him. “‘The police have 
been to my house. I think you must have suggested that they 
come and question me. I’ve been trying quictly to work 
out a reconciliation with my husband. That’s ruined now. 
He’s leaving.’’ Sader recalled the quiet steps he’d heard in 
Margot Cole’s house, her secretive attitude. “None of my 
friends liked him, but I was willing to give them up. Now 
the police have barged in, asking about Ajoukian and his 
business, and my husband knows I was trying to raise money. 
It wasn’t really for a divorce, though I told you so; and 
it’s what my husband believes.’’ 

She was shaking with anger, her heavy face taut with 
repressed hatred and indignation. Sader thought, remember- 
ing her calm demeanour in her home, that she was probably 
a woman slow to rouse to rage; but once roused she'd hold 
a grudge forever. 

Sader tried to explain. “I didn’t have any choice. There 
has to be a connection between young Ajoukian and Mrs. 
Wanderley—her purse was with his body in that sump. But 
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the only link I can find was the meeting between Ajoukian’s 
father and Mrs. Wanderley at your house Monday night.”’ 

She stuck her face up close to his. He felt the heat of her 
breath. She’d had a drink recently—perhaps after the police 
had gone, after her husband had denounced her for perfidy. 
“There has to be another way! She exchanged only a few 
words with the old man.” 

“He says she wanted to know what he was doing there.” 

Mrs. Cole stamped her foot hard. ‘She wouldn't kill a 
man over his wanting to buy my oil shares! It’s the craziest 
idea I’ve ever heard ot! That’s why I came to see Milton. 
He lives right above that oil sump. He must know what 
happened down thcre!”’ 

‘He says he doesn’t.”’ 

She walked to the army cot and sat down on it. “I'll get 
it out of him.” 

“You're going to wait for him?” 

She looked at Sader with loathing. ‘As much as I hate 
being in the same room with you—yes.”’ 

“T’ll leave, then.’’ Sader went over to the other door, 
the one that led to the front of the concession. The pigs oinked 
lonesomely at him “Milton wanted somcone to stay here 
until he got back. I was just watching his stuff Goodnight, 
Mrs. Cole.” 

She bared her teeth at him in a grimace that had no resem- 
blance to a parting smile. With this catlike farewell fresh m 
his mind, Sader crossed the Pike tc the bar and used the 
telephone to ring his office He had e pected Dan to be gone 
home by now, and was surprised when Dan answered his 
call. ‘‘Tell me about Kay Wandcrley.”’ 

‘Papa. I hate to say this, but she blames you.”’ 

‘Were you with her when the police showed her the hand- 
bag?” 

“Yeah, I was right there all the tim, She wants a lawyer 
now. I guess we're out of two jobs.” 

Sader’s forehead wrinkled ; he ran a hand across the stubby, 
red-grey hair, and it sprang back like mown wheat under the 
scythe. ‘I’ve got to see her.” 
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‘She won't let you in that big house any more. I think she 
expected us to keep that handbag to ourselves.’’ 

“I’m going out there anyway.” 

Sader hurried back to the lot where he kept his car, drove 
out Ocean Avenue to Scotland Place. There was no rain now. 
The big avenue was wide and empty. He saw no lights in 
the Wanderley house, but rang the bell anyway. He figured 
she’d send Annie down to drive him away with a scathing 
tongue; but instead, when the door opened, there was Kay. 
She was so exactly the image he’d carried all day, that for an 
instant he couldn’t speak. 

She hesitated, then said formally, ‘It’s too late, Mr. Sader, 
to ask you in.”’ 

“TI know. I’d be intruding, according to my partner. I just 
came to ask you a question.” 

The big solemn grey eyes were steady on his. ‘What is the 
question?” 

He put a hand on the door frame as if to brace himself. 
“Something I haven’t figured out yet. Miss Wanderley— 
what happened to your dog?” 
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SHF moved swiftly to slam the door, then must have seen his 
fingers curled around the door frame. There was an instant, he 
thought, in which she would have hked to cut him across the 
knuckles ; but she’d had a good bringing-up, and she controlled 
the desire fo1 mayhem. ‘‘Wh—what did you say?” 

‘The dog,’ he reminded quietly. ‘‘Your mother wrote 
down an appointment for getting a dog licence; and ydu said 
you had checked and she had been at the animal shelter when 
she was supposed to be. Only it occurs to me that I haven’t 
seen any dog. You do let it inside, don’t you, when it rains?” 

There was a light behind her in the hall, but her face was 
shadowed. He couldn’t judge what she went through just then. 
Probably some instinct urged her to protect her mother’s 
reputation, and she already hated him for leaving the handbag 
with dead young Ajoukian. There was no doubt but that she 
was frightened and despairine. “Will you come inside?”’ 

“T don’t have to. Just answer that one query, and I'll go.”’ 

“IT ...I can’t answer with a couple of words. The little dog 
is dead. There’s more to it than—ju: that.”’ 

“How much more?” 

She bent her face into her cupped hand; her voice came 
muffled. “‘I’ll tell you the whole story if you come inside. I 
don’t want to disturb Annie. She might hear us Her room’s 
right over our heads.’ 

Sader thought of Annie’s rigid propriety and walked softly. 
He went with Kay to the living-room. 1' was cool in there as 
if the heat had been turned off hours ago, and the only smells 
were those of wax and polish. All the fine furniture had been 
placed chunimily as if at any moment some very exclusive 
guests might want to come in and sit down—Annie’s doing, 
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Sader thought. She wouldn’t like it if she were down here 
now and saw him sitting in a chair fixed for somebody who was 
somebody. He knew suddenly that he never came into this 
room without realizing that the city in which he had grown 
up had a side to it he had never known. 

Kay Wanderley was dressed in a loose-fitting pique house- 
coat, bright ruby red that made her skin look white as cream. 
Her hair fell loose on her shoulders. She sat down and put her 
knees together, rubbed her hands over them, and said, “I 
found Tootsie early Wednesday morning. She was lying at 
the door, on the terrace.”’ Kay’s glance flickered over to the 
terrace entry. “I rushed her to a veterinarian. He said she 
was dead, that she’d been beaten, her skull crushed. I—TI did 
a kind of crazy thing. I brought her home‘and tried to keep her 
warm in some blankets. I wouldn’t believe she was... gone.” 

Sader began to light a cigarette. ‘‘Did your mother ever get 
mad at the dog when she was drinking?” 

Kay nodded, her mouth pinched and trembling. “ Yes. 
Tootsie annoyed Mother then. If she knew I wanted Mother 
to stay home, she'd try to keep her here.”’ 

‘So you figured your mother had killed the dog in a rage.” 

The strain showed in Kay's voice, suddenly thin, frightened. 
“T’m sure Mother wouldn’t intentionally harm the least 
creature. Your attitude about Mother has been wrong from 
the beginning. You've thought of her as an old... an old 
witch... .’’ She turned. her face from him, unwilling for him 
to see her tears. When she could speak again, she went on. 
“What Mother was—I've told you. She had a world that she 
loved and it fell apart, and then she was lost. She was like a 
child alone in the dark.”’ 

Sader looked at her, musing on the fact that Kay, who was 
so young, Should feel so much pity for the ageing, rebellious 
mother. She was an unusual daughter. Or, more likely, Mrs. 
Wanderley had been explicit about the things which had 
driven her to drink. He asked, “‘ Was the dog out on the swing 
when I came here?” 

Kay nodded. “Yes. After you left I called the pound and 
“Tey came and got the body.”’ 
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“Then it was yesterday that you made up your mind the 
dog couldn’t be wished back to life. And perhaps you admitted 
finally to yourself that your mother might have killed the pet 
because it tried to keep her from leaving while you were calling 
to her to stay. You must have decided that your mother’s 
mood was more dangerous than you had guessed. That scared 
you.”’ He saw the flinching motion of her shoulders. ‘Where 
was Annie all this time?”’ 

““She’d gone to bed early. I woke her when Mother ran out 
with: the gun, and she put on a robe and looked out into the 
strect and couldn’t see anyone. Afterward I decided Mother 
must have left by way of the terrace. That’s where she would 
have run into Tootsie, who might have tried to stop her by 
catching hold of her coat Probably Mother took a swing at 
Tootsie, not really meaning—not even knowing— she'ti hurt 
her.”’ 

Sader grunted. “Well, I would have appreciated knowing 
about the dog and the gun at the beginning.” 

“It doesn’t matter now, does it? The police have already 
convicted Mother of killing this young man, Ajoukian, and 
the other man in the office.”” Kay’s hands twisted together 
on the lap of the red housecoat, her knuckles pulled white. 
“They've got it all figured out so neatly. Only—wait and see 
—it didn’t happen that way ”’ 

The ringing of the telephu.e cut across her words. She 
hurried out, came back immediately. “The call is for you, Mr 
Sader.’’ Sader gave her a crooked griv_ she averted her eyes. 
“Use the phone in the reception nook at the end of the hall. 
It’s private there.”’ She sat down stiffly and crossed her 
ankles. 

Dan was on the hne, his voice thick, rattlng words off in 
excitement. “My God, Papa, you’ve got news tor the Wan- 
derley babe! Her mother didn’t kill young Ajoukian. She’s 
innocent, in the clear like a bird.” 

Sader said uneasily, “‘“They’ve caught the murdere:?” 

“No. They found her. Right in that same sump we fished 
Ajoukian out of. What do you think of that?” 

If Dan had becn there, Sader would have hit him. As 1t 
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was, the phone hung in his hand and he looked at the wall, 
while heat ran across his skin and the tendons twitched in his 
wrists. Finally he said dully, ‘‘What’s the set-up?” 

“Both of them shot with a twenty-two, Pettis thinks. The 
cops are draining the sump to find the gun. They want Kay 
Wanderley back up here. They’re going after the Cole 
woman again, too.”’ 

“She’s with Milton Wanderley.” 

““Milton’s up here, having fits over his cousin.”’ 

“Tell them I left Margot Cole waiting for Milton in his pig 
concession.’’ Sader hung up the phone and went down the 
hall to the living-room and looked through the open door at 
the girl across the room. The.red colour of her housecoat 
secmed to swim up the wall like a flash of fire. He rubbed his 
eycs. 

She looked up at him when he got close to her. “This you’ve 
got to believe: the purse there in the oil sump doesn’t mean 
Mother killed him.’’ She might as well have been speaking a 
foreign language; Sader just stared blankly. “Didn’t you 
hear me?” 

He sat down in front of her on the chair that should have 
been holding someone important, and said, “‘They’ve just 
found your mother. You don’t owe me a thing. I didn’t com- 
plete the job.’’ He drew in his breath, a big breath that never 
seemed to end. He wanted to yawn, a reflex from strain. 

“What did you say?” 

He tried to imagine what had made him say the crazy thing 
about the fee. It was no time to think of money. It was a 
time to get across to her, gently but firmly, that she didn’t 
have to worry any more about her mother being out in the 
rain. Her mother had been waterproofed. He said slowly, 
“T wish this job were anyone’s but mine. They took your 
mother from the oil sump where we found Ajoukian earlier 
tonight.”’ 

Her hands quivered on the arms of her chair. Her eyes 
didn’t falter but something new came into them, a depth of 
horror and outrage that stunned Sader. He said, “Shall I 
call Annie?” 
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He had to repeat the question before she replied. Then 
she said, ““No. Don’t call her. I want to go up there. There 
must be some mistake.”’ 

His mind cringed away from the sight that awaited her. 
He argued briefly. She told him. “Wait here. I’m going to 
get dressed.”’ 

While she was out of the room, Sader walked around in it 
and looked at the nice well-dusted furniture and the subdued 
modern pictures on the walls and listened to the sudden burst 
of rain against the terrace doors. Out there in the rainy dark 
were the gay canvas chairs, the big swing, abandoned to the 
weather because the mistress of the house was dead. 

He thought about Mrs. Wanderley, who had been the trans- 
planted fruit of an old purse-proud Middle Western family, 
and who had reigned in a regulated society and in an ordered 
household like a queen. Some unpleasant things had happened 
to her. Her husband had died, she’d been lonely; and the 
town had been gorged by a new population to whom she 
hadn’t been anyone of importance. So she’d taken to drink 
and to rages she couldn’t control. 

Still, he thought, the same widowhood, the same change in 
neighbours, must have overtaken many another middle-aged 
woman in the town. And most would seem to have adjusted, 
somchow. The facts spoke of a deep flaw in Mrs. Wanderley, 
a delayed adolescent craving for flattery and attention. Her 
reaction to changing times had been infantile in its greed, its 
lack of consideration for her child. 

He thought of Kay, upstairs now, hurr, ing into her clothes, 
convinced that there was some mistake, that it couldn't be 
her mother in the dregs of an old oil sump, stained and smeared 
and bloated, stinking. Sader beat a fist into his palm, over 
and over, trying to think of some way to keep he: here. Give 
them time to clean the body, to take away the stench and the 
smear. Give Kuy a few hours to gain cots) sure. 

Resolve hardened in him when he heard her quick steps in 
the hall. 

She came in dressed in the neat blue wool dress, the fur 
jacket, the little velvet cap, which she had worn at the office. 
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Under the small brim her hair was ragged. She’d made no 
attempt to put on make-up. “Shall we go?” 

In her voice he heard the trembling of panic. “I guess so.” 
He walked toward her. “I could make an excuse for you, 
delay this awhile.”’ 

“It isn’t necessary.” She waited for him, clutching her 
handbag, her face lifted a little as if that were the only way 
to keep her chin steady. 

Sader nodded. ‘Keep the pose, please.’’ His fist came up 
in a short clipping blow that spun her head back. Her eyes 
were already glassy as she started to fold at the knees. Sader 
caught her. He held her at the waist and stripped oft the hat 
and the jacket, dropped them to the floor, swung Kay up into 
his arms and headed for the hall. He went upstairs where he 
kicked on doors until Annie opened one. 

The grey mouse looked ready to fight. “What're you 
doing with her?”’ She sprang at him with claws. 

“Smooth down She wanted to see her mother’s body. I 
clipped her one. Show me where to put her. And keep her 
here, at least until morning.”’ 

Annie seemed ready to faint with shock and outrage. Then 
she slowly wobbled off up the hall. She had on a kind of night- 
gown that Sader would have sworn, offhand, hadn’t been sold 
since around r8go. Probably she sewed the atrocities at 
home in the 100m downstaiis; certainly such objects were on 
display nowhere. She opened a bedroom door, swept through, 
turned down the covers of a wide white bed, stood glaring 
as if expecting some indecent trickery on his part. Sader 
put Kay down gently. Annie fussed over the girl, removed 
her shoes and loosened her collar. “How do I know you 
haven’t killed her?” 

Sader replied, “She’s breathing. When she comes to, put 
an ice bag on her jaw, and give her some aspirin.” 

He started out. Annie ran after him, her gown dragging 
around her toes. ‘Where did they find Mrs. Wanderley? ”’ 

“Tn an old oil sump on Signal Hill.” 

Annie muttered distractedly under her breath, then gathered 
her wits to ask, ‘How long has she been dead?” 
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“T don’t know.” Striding down the hall, he was engrossed 
biicfly with the puzzle. It seemed logical to think that Mrs. 
Wanderley and young Ajoukian had died together. She had 
been seen alive after dawn on Wednesday. How could the 
two have been murdered by daylight, thrown into the open 
sump without notice except from Mullens. And than an 
additiona] point nagged him. Mullens hadn’t seemed suff- 
ciently dismayed to be hiding a double killing. Sader’s gaze 
grew bleak. At any rate, one thing was trne. As Dan had said, 
Mrs. Wanderley had becn cleared of the suspicion of murder 
—drunk, bad-tempered, or whatever, notwithstanding. 

At the top of the stairs Annie plucked at his sleeve. ‘‘ You 
took a lot on yourself, doing what you did just now.” 

“Yes, I guess I did.” 

‘Well, no doubt you meant to save her a shock. I like a 
man who can act quickly. By the way, I have something to 
tell you.’’ She cocked her head, measuring him, perhaps try- 
ing to see if he deserved this confidence. “I overheard a tele- 
phone conversation of Mrs. Wanderley’s on the night she left 
here.” 

The bleakness in Sader didn’t diminish. ‘This might have 
helped, sooner.”’ 

‘You know my position is a subordinate one in this house- 
hold,’’ she said, watching him to see if he believed it. “A 
proper servant must keep her mouth shut. A gabbling maid is 
a curse to her calling.”’ 

“My experience is so limited,’ Sader »mplained. 

She pursed her lips. ‘‘Mrs Wanderley wanted to find some- 
one named Ajoukian.” 

“T gather you've read the late papers?’”’ 

“I subscribe to the London Ttmes and to Punch,” she 
lectured gently. “They get here a bit late. The American 
press is so sensational and so full of politics.” 

“You're a funny little gal. Anyway, a ) vung guy nained 
Ajoukian was in the sump, dead, along with Mrs. Wanderley. 
She was sleeping, you might say, with a stranger. Or I had 
thought him a stranger until now. What did she want of Mr. 
Ajoukian?”’ 
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“She was quarrelling with him, finally.”’ 

“What about?’”’ 

Annie hesitated. ‘‘She wasn’t very coherent. At one point, 
though, I heard her mention Mr. Ott’s name. You know, the 
rather large seedy gentleman she’d known so long. She said 
something like, ‘I know Charlie Ott is mixed up in this some- 
where.’ At this point I tactfully moved out of hearing.”’ 

“It was the wrong time for tact.” 

Annie’s glance implied that he lacked a sense of decency. 
“T didn’t intentionally hear what I did.” 

Sader put a hand on the newel post, gazed thoughtfully 
down at the space below. “Charlie Ott. A very interesting 
fcllow.”’ 

Annie withheld comment. She’d called Ott a gentleman, 
but Sader sensed that this was a term loosely applied. 

“Miss Wanderley has told me that when her mother left here 
Tuesday night, she was waving a gun and threatening to go ‘up 
there’— presumably to the Hill—and scare some unnamed 
character out of his wits. Would it have been logical for that 
character to have been Charlie Ott?”’ Sader put the question, 
then waited while Annie appeared to be figuring something in 
her head. 

“Of course, Miss Wanderley told me the same thing,”’ Annie 
said carefully. ‘And I saw no reason to doubt this. But at 
the same time, I can’t quite believe that her mother’s anger 
over the business which concerned Mr. Ajoukian was mur- 
derous in its intensity.’’ 

“Perhaps she thought of something more, some other tran- 
saction which involved Ott.”’ 

Annie’s glance was cautious. “Of course it’s true, she had 
a contract with him to sell his property.” 

“Tt’s what I was thinking of,’’ Sader told her. 

“T can’t help you. I was in bed by the time she left. Miss 
Wanderley roused me to help her find her mother and keep 
her at home. I didn’t see Mrs. Wanderley at that tine.”’ 

Sader went down a couple of steps, then looked back at 
Annie. ‘Did you like her? ”’ 

There was no wavering in Annie’s gaze. “Very much.” 
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She added nothing; her glance was chiding. Sader decided 
that he was expected to know why she had been devoted to 
Mrs. Wanderley. Well, he thought, perhaps he did, at that. 
Mrs. Wanderley must have shown her careful breeding in her 
sober moments. The patina left by wealth, security, and 
family pride wouldn’t have worn off quickly. He knew nothing 
of a life with servanis but some instinct told him that Felicia 
Wanderley would have exploited the motherly instincts of 
this small grey woman, just as she had Kay’s capacity for 
undeistanding. 

He let himself out into the rain. On the sidewalk he sheltered 
a match, lit a cigarette. Cars went by on the wide boulevard, 
a steady stream of yellow lights, singing tyres. The big homes 
along the bluff were mostly quiet and dark. It was a very 
quiet neighbourhood. 

T shouldn’t come back here any more, Sader thought. I’m 
getting to feel at home in a crazy kind of way. I’m beginning 
to get the idea you could sit in one of these piles surrounded 
by your stuff, and feel as miserable as if you were broke. 
Maybe more so. It might be frustrating to have money and 
to find out it really wouldn’t buy just what you wanted. 

He slid in behind the wheel of the car and turned the switch. 
A sudden unnatural tiredness ran through his body, and he 
felt a deep desire for sleep. 
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THE ambulance was waiting but Pettis delayed it while Sader 
looked at Mrs. Wanderley. The turned-back canvas showed 
stains of old, grainy oil. In the round beam of Pettis’s light 
the smeared features appeared hideously comic, the effect, 
Sader realized, of a grotesque impression of blackface. Mrs. 
Wanderley looked as if she had taken part in a minstrel show 
and had only half removed her make-up. Her clotted hair gave 
no hint of its blonde colour, nor was there any way of telling 
the tint of the cloth collar stuck against her throat. 

“It’s her all right. She was wearing a beaver coat, though.” 
Sader tried to concentrate on checking details. The resem- 
blance to Kay was unmistakable, something he hadn’t 
recognized from the snapshot, and under the circumstances, 
dreadful. 

“We haven’t found the coat,’’ Pettis said. “‘ Probably in 
there somewhere.”’ He nodded toward the sump in the dark 
distance where scarchliglits splintered the night. ‘We'll get 
it.”’ 

“There is a taxi driver you’d better get to look at her.” 
Sader explained their efforts to trace Mrs. Wandcrlcy from 
Scotland Place, then their finding at last the cab driver who 
had taken her to the Veterans’ Hospital. “I don’t think he’d 
know her, though, in the shape she’s in. You'll have to fix her 
up.” Sader paused until Pettis nodded in agreement. He 
wanted Mrs. Wanderley to look well for Kay. ‘Make sure 
she’s the woman he took out to the hospital.” 

‘“‘Any reason you think she isn’t?” 

“No. But it’s important to check.” 

“Sure, I see that. What’s his name and company?” He 
clicked off the light, pulled the canvas into place. Sader told 
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him who the cab driver was while a white-coated man closed 
the ambulance and drove away, the lights of the big car rocking 
as it crossed the ruts in the road. 

Pettis led the way to the office, where lights burned, the 
door stood open. In a chair against the counter sat Dan, 
smoking a cigarette. He waved wearily in grecting. Pettis 
said, ‘‘Now I have the two of you here, I’d like a statement 
of all you’ve done.”’ 

Dan groaned. “I’m tired. It’s two o'clock in the morning. 
I want to go beddy-bye. Why in the hell can’t we at least go 
gct some coffee? ”’ 

“T have to wait here.”’ Pettis pulled a couple of chairs from 
the desks behind the counter, arranged them so that he and 
Sader and Dan formed a close triangle. He sat down, smiled, 
assumed an air of inviting confidences. Sader remembered 
the pose from the previous interview, but it didn’t worry him 
as much this tine. Pettis had proved fallible. His trick on 
Tina Griffin had back fired, frightening and angering her. 
She’d be a stubborn witness now. 

Dan, trying to hurry the interview, began sketching his 
efforts to find young Ajoukian. “TI guess you've intervicwed 
his wife.” 

“Yes, I have,’ Pettis agreed. 

“Well, you’ve got to admit that nobody in his right mind 
would abandon a babe like her at home to skip out for a date 
with Mrs. Wandcrley.”’ 

“T never met Mrs. Wanderlcy,’’ Pe:tis said, his glance 
cautious. 

‘She was forty-seven,” Sader put in. “Dan imagines her as 
hobbling around with a cane. According to her daughter, she 
didn’t look her age.” 

‘“‘She had men fricnds?”’ Pettis asked. 

‘“‘No—according to all witnesses but one, she'd lost interest 
in men.”’ 

“You believed it?”’ 

Sader shrugged. ‘“‘I don’t know. She'd been drinking heavily 
for quite a while. Sometimes liquor cuts down on—other 
things.” 
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Pettis leaned back a little in his chair. ‘‘What was the 
connection then with young Ajoukian?”’ 

Sader tried to marshal his ideas, and in the moment of 
silence then he caught a slight sound from outside. He thought 
of it at the time as a footstep and remembered Pettis’s men 
down at the sump and glanced teward the door, expecting 
one of them to come in. There were other noises, spatters of 
rain on the tin roof, the coughing of petrol engines on rigs in 
the distance, and when the sound like a footstep was not re- 
peated he dismissed the impression that someone was out there 
in the dark. ‘‘Such connection as we can prove seems very 
trivial. It started this way. Old Mr. Ajoukian wanted to buy 
some oil shares from a woman who has a home here on Signal 
Hill, a Mrs. Margot Cole. She works as a hospital receptionist. 
She’s getting a divorce, or at least apparently thought she 
might. The oil shares are probably community property. 
She wanted the sale kept quiet. She says she didn’t want a 
final break with her husband. Old Mr. Ajoukian also appears 
shy about discussing the deal, so he might have reasons of his 
own for secrecy. Perhaps the presence of a partner in the 
deal.”’ 

“What gave you this lead?” 

“The maid at Mrs. Wanderley’s home overheard a tele- 
phone conversation in which the dead woman surmised that 
another man, a man named Charlie Ott, was back of the 
deal.”’ 

“Why should Mrs. Wanderley care?’’ Pettis wondered, 
sitting more erect, his expression puzzled. 

“As I said, Mrs. Wanderley had become a heavy drinker. 
She’d also developed a dangerous temper. I think she had a 
previous grudge against Ott because of the failure of a real- 
estate deal. She was supposcd to sell his duplex for him. She 
held a real-estate licence, incidentally, though she didn’t 
appear to necd the income. Ott’s placed is all spruced up on 
the outside, as if he’d got it ready for sale. But the inside of 
the place is dusty, real dusty. I can’t help but think that Ott 
had made a secret sale, gypping Mrs. Wanderley out of her 
commission, and then relaxed on his housekeeping. If he had 
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still expected to display the house, he’d have kept it neat inside 
as well as out.” 

Pettis gave him a quizzical look. “Let me get this straight. 
Mrs. Wanderley was already mad at Ott because of a trick, 
selling his duplex behind her bac a 

“Probably to someone she’d brought there,” Sader put 
In, 

‘‘-and then later she decides Ott is behind Ajoukian’s buy- 
ing the oil shares? Still, so what? Wasn’t the Cole woman 
gctting a good price? ”’ 

“T don't know. I doubt if Mrs. Wanderley knew. Perhaps 
she mistook Margot Cole’s desire for secrecy for something 
else. For embarrassment at being cheated, for instance.” 
Sader rubbed a hand over his clipped head. ‘She wasn’t in a 
logical mood that Tuesday night.”’ 

Pettis stretched his legs. ‘‘Where docs young Ajoukian 
come in?”’ 

“My one guess is that he took his father’s place, met Mrs. 
Wanderley to try to calm her down.” 

“He gets killed for th1s?’’ 

“They both got killed for something,” Sader said evenly. 

Pettis went back to Dan, questioning him about Ajoukian’s 
stay at the bar, then entered an objection. “How could she 
have known he'd be there then?” 

“She did a lot of drinking,’’ Dan said. “Maybe she’d met 
him previously over a highball. That bar isn’t as dark as 
some, but maybe he’d had a few and shc didn’t look too bad, 
though thinking about his wife I don’t get it.”’ 

“Tt’s too much of a coincidence,’’ Sader protested. “TI think 
she called the old man at home. He may have been feeling bad 
that day. He told her where to find his son.”’ 

Pettis looked at the two of them. ‘Speaking of coincidences, 
there’s one that hits me right in the gut every time I look at 
you two. I guess you know what it is. How come you were 
called in by two such different clients, in two different towns 
—counties, even—about two people nobody would dream had 
ever met? And who then turn up in one sump hole, dead 
together? ”’ 
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“TY don’t know.” Sader was tense under the cop’s inimical 
scrutiny. He began to light a new cigarette. He noticed then 
that Dan, who was facing the open door, was smiling as if he 
were seeing someone he knew. Then a sudden frown bit its 
way between Dan’s brows. 

‘Come on,’’ Pettis demanded. “Something gave you a lead. 
You say the Ajoukians called first, so I guess something they 
said gave you a lead to Mrs. Wanderley.” 

“We didn’t contact Miss Wanderley. She came to us,’’ 
Sader said. ‘I can’t explain offhand why our agency, out of 
approximately a dozen, was chosen by both the Ajoukians 
and by Miss Wanderley.’’ Sader had a hunch about it but 
didn’t feel like unravelling it all to Pettis. When he and Dan 
had first set up the agency, they had debated the type of 
advertisement to be inserted in the yellow pages of the tele- 
phone book. Dan wanted something bold and aggressive, 
socko as he’d put it ; and Sader had fought him about it. Sader 
had explained that the value of a private detective lay mainly 
in the fact that he was private. Unobtrusiveness and discretion 
were the things most clients wanted. The ad as finally worked 
out emphasized that the firm of Sader and Scarborough 
carried out investigations quietly and adroitly. The print was 
small; the wording, Sader thought, gave off an aura of 
secretive shrewdness. He was thinking now to himself that 
secrecy and caution were the things both the Ajoukians and 
Kay Wanderley had been looking for. This was the logical 
reason both had come to them. 

‘‘People never give God credit for anything any more,’’ Dan 
said. “‘Do you realize how long those bodies may have lain 
hidden if we hadn’t stumbled on a connection between the 
two, a possible meeting up there on the Hill?” 

His tone was almost idle, Sader noted; and he was still 
staring out into the dark through the open doorway. 

Pettis outlined what he thought the chances of Divine inte r- 
vention had been. He derided Sader and Scarborough as tools 
of heaven. 

“Oh, put it on a record,’’ Dan advised. ‘I’m so damned 
tired I can’t even think straight. Why don’t you let us go?”’ 
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Pettis was now cold and distant, treating them like sus- 
picious characters he’d caught prowling an alley. ‘‘Do you 
think your memories might improve after some sleep?” 

“T'll ask Miss Wanderley why she came to us,’ Sader 
offered. 

“Ask her why she didn’t report her mother missing,’ Pettis 
advised, in a voice like flint. He got to his feet. 

“She dtd report her,’’ Sader insisted, also rising. 

“On your advice? And rather late, wasn’t it?”’ Pettis’s smile 
was thin, unforgiving. They walked out with his eyes on their 
backs. 

The rainy night smelled cold and lonesome. Sader turned up 
the collar of his coat. Down at the sump a single light burned 
like an accusing eye. Like one of Pettis’s eyes, Sader thought, 
mounted there to stare into their consciences. Pettis thought 
they were protecting their clients. It hadn’t occurred to lum 
yet that they were fresh out of customers. 

The case of Perry Ajoukian was closed. The missing Mrs. 
Wanderley was found. Neither of them would ever be ir. good 
shape again, but they were at least accounted for. When had 
it been, if ever, Sader wondered, that he and Dan might have 
prevented the double murder? 

Never, he decided. 

There was no sense to these killings, excluding that of 
Mullens, who had died for his caution and his greed. Mullens 
had had information about something. He hadn't said what, 
but Sader remembered, getting into | is car, that there were 
two items missing so far. The fur coct and the gun. 

Maybe Mullens had known something about one of these. 

Or again, he just might have known what had happened to 
the vine beside the office door. 


Sader awoke with the sound of the shot ringing in his head. 

He pushed, fought instinctively agaist something coiled 
about him, only realizing in the next moment that he was still 
in bed, still wrapped in the bedclothes, and that he held the 
telephone in his right hand. He jerked the receiver back 
against his ear. 
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While he listened his mind backtracked. Hazily he re- 
membered the phone ringing, his taking the instrument off its 
cradle, then something worried and imperative—Dan’s voice 
telling him something he’d been too deep in sleep to catch. 
The effort to awake. Dan’s insistence, Dan’s strange anger. 
These he could half recall, though he had no memory of what 
Dan had said. Then there had been the shot, a jarring un- 
mistakable sound in the receiver. He had jerked awake at 
last. 

He clicked on the bedside lamp and waited. At the other 
end of the wire he could hear muffled movement, cautious 
rustlings, and little bumps, as if someone were tidying up very 
quietly around a sleeping guest. Sader said, ‘‘Dan!”’ into the 
phone and the movement came to a halt. There was a final 
moment during which he heard breathing. Then the phone 
went dead. 

Sader wasted no time in jiggling the receiver. He dialled 
‘Dan’s home After a couple of minutes Dan’s aunt answered, 
a ladylike elderly voice full of drowsy confusion. “Js Dan at 
home?” Sader lifted his wrist to look at his watch. It was 
three-fifteen. 

‘Just a moment, please. I’ll bring him.’’ Sader knew the 
house; he heard her footsteps go down the hall, then slowly 
climb the stairs; and while he waited, his nerves crawled. 
When she came back she was still confused. ‘‘ Well, he doesn’t 
seem to have come in yet.” 

She was too polite to ask questions, though she must have 
known Sader’s voice. He was in too much of a hurry for 
explanations. He said, “Thanks,” and hung up, to lift the 
phone again at once and dial police headquarters. ‘Send 
somebody up to the office of Sader and Scarborough in the 
Warrant Building, will you? I think there may have been an 
accident there.”’ Sadcr was out of bed now, putting on clothes 
with one hand while he gave the desk officer his name, occ u- 
pation, the number of the office and why he thought there 
might have been a gun fired. 

When he hung up he put on his shoes, buckled his belt, 
grabbed the coat off a chair, and headed out of the apartment. 


134 


In about twelve minutes he slewed to the kerb in front of his 
office. Everything was closed now. The street lights burned 
above deserted pavements wet with recent rain. As he ran 
toward the dark door of the building, a police car rounded the 
nearest corner. He didn’t wait. He entered the narrow 
vestibule, ran up the stairs. A light burned behind the glass 
cf his office door. 

He tried the door, found it locked, took out his keys, cursed 
his lands because they trembled under nervous pressure. 
When he got the door open he rushed through into the inner 
office. Dan was there, lying on his desk, the fingers of his right 
hand touching the base of the phone. 

Sader walked quickly to stand beside him. He forced himself 
to look at Dan, to examine the wound in his face. It was ugly, 
just below the lett eye. The remarkable thing was that Dan 
was still alive, that the laboured breathing, clogged, fluttering, 
still went on. Dan’s flesh was warm, though his fingers telt 
slack and nerveless. Sader turned as the cops came in. “Will 
you get an ambulance? He just might have a chance.” Saying 
it, Sader didn’t believe it. There was too much blood. The 
bullet must be buried in Dan's brain. He’d die without ever 
regaining consciousness. Soon, perhaps. 

One cop went down to call for an ambulance on his radio. 
The other one hstened to Sader’s explanation. Sader told him 
— he suspected, not too cohereutly—about the Ajoukian and 
Wanderley atfairs, Mullens’s murder, their conference on the 
Hill that night with Pettis. 

“We were through,’’ Sader concluded “TI don’t know what 
he was doing here.”’ 

““Maybe somebody asked him to meet them here.” 

“It’s possible. You can check with his aunt.’”’ Then Sader 
remembered that Dan’s aunt had gone to cail him from his 
room ; she hadn't known he wasn’t at home. “No, that isn’t it. 
He never did go home. He came herc.' Sader took out 
cigarettes, offered the pack to the cop. The cop said he didn’t 
smoke. Sader lit a cigarette for himself, walked around, feeling 
the tendons jerk in his shoulders, the trembling in his wrists. 
Old drunks always shake, he jeered at h:mself inwardly. And 
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Papa, you had your share. The urge to open Dan’s desk and 
get out Dan’s bottle ran through him like a whipsaw. 

He went out into the other room and had a drink from the 
water bottle in its stand, forcing himself to pause there after- 
ward, to smoke slowly, to hold the cigarette rigidly steady. 
The cop told him not to touch anything, they’d have finger- 
print men up here presently. Sader heard him through a fog 
of desire, the ache to relax his guard just this once, to throw 
liquor down himself until his nerves quit yammering. 

When the ambulance came he trailed it to the hospital. He 
tried to go in with Dan at the emergency entrance, but the 
nurses sent him around to the front. He waited in the big 
room filled with couches and lamps while the doctors upstairs 
worked on Dan. When he inquired at the desk, the receptionist 
informed him that Dan had gone into surgery. 

Sader paused in turning away. ‘‘Does a Mrs. Margot Cole 
work here?” 

‘‘She’s off tonight,”’ the substitute explained. 

Sader rubbed the stubble of hair above his temple. Sure she 
was off—hadn’t he met her after midnight at Milton’s pig 
concession? He went back to the waiting-room, aware that 
his thinking was slow and fuzzy. He wasn’t picking up the 
pieces quickly enough. He stood in the middle of the room, 
looking at nothing, aware only hazily of the surprised regard 
of a couple who were waiting, as he was, for some word from 
upstairs. 

Why couldn’t he remember what Dan had tried to tell him 
on the phone? Was there a block, a will to disbelieve? All 
that had stayed with him was Dan’s anger, words that 
hammered without penetrating. 

He went out into the lobby, found the telephone booth, 
shut himself in. He called Dan’s aunt, a hatred for the job 
like a bad taste in his mouth, and told her what had happened, 
how he’d come to call her earlier, where Dan was. He lied 
about what he thought Dan’s chances were, but she knew, 
anyway. She begged him to make the doctors keep Dan alive 
until she could see him. 

Sader went to the desk for more dimes, shut himself in the 
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booth again, rang telephone numbers. Margot Cole didn’t 
answer ; neither did Milton Wanderley. Charlie Ott’s line gave 
a busy signal. At the Ajoukian’s, the nurse came on, sounding 
waspish, and told him neither Mrs. Ajoukian nor the old man 
were to be disturbed. Tina Griffin wasn’t listed in the book. 
Probably she lived in an apartment house, shared a house 
phone there. After a long hesitation, Sader put in a dime and 
dialled the Wanderley house. 

He had expected Annie, but Kay came on the wire. She 
sounded infinitely weary, washed-out, and all he could think 
of was the way she’d looked when he had left her, pale and 
small against the pillows. 

He said, ‘‘ This is Sader. I had to ask you a question.” 

“Yes, Mr. Sader. What is it?” 

“Did my partner, Dan Scarborough, call you any tinr after 
midnight tomght?’”’ 

‘Not that late, no.”” There was an empty moment, a pause 
as if she expected an explanation from Sader. ‘Is something 
the matter?” 

“He was shot in our office less than an hour ago.” 

Ske caught her breath. The small sound, full of fear, 
brought her suddenly closer in his mind, and he imagined the 
tousled hair, eyes heavy with sleep, the soft swell of her 
breasts in the V neck of the housecoat. ‘‘I’m—I’m dreadfully 
sorry. I don’t know what else 1o say, except that I’m sort of 
numb. Since I’ve known Mother is dead, nothing else seems 
to register. Nothing else matters at all.’’ Another pause. “‘Is he 
badly hurt?”’ 

Sader couldn’t have said why he suddenly knew that she 
expected him to tell her Dan was dead. The knowledge was 
there, as real as if he could hold it in his hand. He tried to 
force it from his mind. Then he argued with himself. Con- 
sidering what had happened to her, why shouldn’t she take 
for granted that Dan’s injuries had air ady resulted in his 
death? 

“T don’t think he has much chance,’’ Sader answered 
finally. 

‘Let me know when there’s something definite.”’ 


137 


“Yes, I will.” Sader felt sweat on his palm against the 
phone. “I’m sorry for what happened at your house tonight. 
I did what I thought was best.”’ 

“Yes, I—I appreciate that. Good night, Mr. Sader.” 

“Good night.” 

He went back to the waiting-room and propped himself into 
the corner of a couch, drowsed oft into half sleep, half night- 
mare. He awoke once to find Dan’s aunt crying beside him ; 
he took for granted that Dan was dying. But when he finally 
managed to rouse himself, after six, he learned at the desk that 
by some miracle Dan was still alive and might continue to live. 
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IN THE grey light of the rainy dawn, Sader left the café on Pine 
Avenue and walked to his office in the Warrant Building. He 
went upstairs, found the door unlocked, was still frowning over 
this when he stopped at the inner doorway, seeing Pettis 
watching him across Dan’s desk. 

“Come in,’’ Pettis said. He had papers spread out on the 
desk. ‘‘I want you to go over this stuff with me. The-Long 
Beach detectives say it was what your partner was working on 
when he was shot. It seems to be something you did.”’ 

Sader walked over to stand beside him. The spread-out 
sheets were the ones he had typed the evening before and con- 
cerned his visit to the field office, the encounter there with Tina 
Griffin and Pettis, the following interview at the Ajoukian 
place. 

Sader went to his own desk and sat down. ‘Yes, I wrote 
that last night.”’ 

“What was it for Scarboroug.? ”’ 

‘““T don’t know.”” Sader made no attempt to punch through 
the fuzzy curtain in his brain. ‘When ' e telephoned me this 
morning, I was asleep. I was holding the phone when he was 
shot. The sound of the shot woke me. I can’t remember what 
he was saying just before that.” 

Pettis wasn’t pretending to be friendly, eager io believe. He 
looked irritable, sleep-hungry. “Okay. You’ve got some stuff 
here I didn’t know about. This Mrs. Griffin, recognizing 
Ajoukian at the office.” 

‘‘T just surmised that. You can check it by confronting old 
Ajoukian with the woman—when the doctor says you can do 
it without endangering his health.”’ 

Some grim lines settled around Pettis’s mouth. 
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Sader began to light a cigarette. “‘Have you talked to Mr. 
Ott?” 

“We did. He had some harsh things to say about you, 
Sader.” 

Sader smiled a little. ‘I tried to call him this morning, as 
soon as they got Dan to the hospital. His line seemed to be 
busy. I remembered that he might have left the phone off the 
cradle when he went out.” : 

“You don’t like him, do you? Why do you keep trying to 
throw suspicion on him?” 

“He lied to me,”’ Sader said. “He gave me a long spiel about 
how he hated old Ajoukian. I think he was covering a deal—the 
deal Mrs. Wanderley got wind of.’ 

““You’re saying he murdered her and young Ajoukian to 
keep them from spoiling his purchase of Mrs. Cole’s oil shares? 
It’s farfetched, Sader.” 

“They were killed because of something,’’ Sader pointed out. 

“Who else did you check?”’ 

Sader unbuttoned his coat, shoved it behind him on the 
chair. ‘All of them except Tina Griffin. She isn’t listed.” 

‘Including Miss Wanderley?’ Pettis asked, a tomcat note 
in his voice. 

“She was the only one I could prove to be at home.”’ 

Pettis shuffled the papers around. “Now, this visit you paid 
to the Ajoukians yesterday—was this the first time you'd met 
the old man?” 

‘Yes. When we were offered the job of finding young 
Ajoukian, I put my partner on it.” 

“Why? iF 

“People instinctively trust Dan. He's big, assured, young, 
energetic. Cheerful. When the father phoned us, he sounded 
prostrated. As a matter of fact, young Mrs. Ajoukian told 
Dan later the old man had had a fainting fit, had let her pick 
out an agency to handle the job for him.” 

“The girl picked you out, hmmm?” Pettis made it sound 
significant. 

“Neither Dan nor I had ever heard of the Ajoukians before. 
Oh, no—I’d read something in the papers now and then, 
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Ajoukian being accused of selling something he’d swiped off a rig 
when nobody was looking. That was years ago, though. I 
didn’t know anything about the family since, about the house 
in Garden Grove. The money.” 

Pettis’s nose seemed to sharpen. ‘‘The old man’s got lots of 
the green stuff.”’ 

“And nobody now to leave it to.”’ 

“His son’s wife,” Pettis reminded. 

“T have the feeling they aren’t fond of each other.” 

You got that impression on your visit yesterday?” Pcttis 
looked down at the typewritten sheets as if searching for infor- 
mation. ‘‘Where does that leave the girl? Does he mean to 
put her out?”’ 

“T don’t think so. I think he depends on her for a lot of 
things. He’s a heller with his nurses, so they don’t last long 
and the girl has to fill in while she rustles somebody new from 
the nurses’ registry. He’d have a damned good chance of 
dying there all alone if she wasn’t with him to smooth 
things.” 

‘Okay. What brought Miss Wanderley to your office? ’’ 

‘‘T haven't asked her yet.” 

“Got any ideas.” 

“None.” 

‘Sader, I expected more co-operation since your partner got 
it. He found something in . .ese papers’’—Pettis tapped the 
sheets on the desk—‘“‘that gave him a clue. He decided to talk 
to the person he suspected, first. He Ict that person, the 
murderer of the Wanderley woman aid youfig Ajoukian and 
the office man, Mullens, get near enough to shoot him. It 
speaks of close acquaintance. Perhaps even liking. Doubt of 
the murderer’s guilt.” 

“T figured that out,’ Sader said sharply. 

“Now, Scarborough hadn’t met a lot of these people you’ve 
been seeing. I don’t think he’d met Viv Ott. Had he talked 
to Mrs. Cole? To Milton Wanderley? Or to Tina Griffin?” 

“He knew who they were and what [ thought of each of 
them,’’ Sader answered, “because we'd talked it all over. 
He must lave hit a fresh trail. I can’t think how.” The 
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desire for sleep burned behind Sader’s eyes. The hours spent 
in the hospital waiting-room had left an unendurable tired- 
ness. ‘I’ve got to get some rest before I can think.” 

Pettis slapped a hand on the papers. ‘I'll take these along. 
Okay?” 

“Sure.”’ Sader looked around the room. Nothing seemed 
out of place. Dan’s desk blotter was gone, the top of the desk 
wiped clean of Dan’s blood. It seemed the only change here. 
“T guess there weren't any fingerprints.”’ 

“Plenty,” Pettis grunted. ‘‘But my guess is, they’ll turn 
out to belong to innocent people.” 

“What about the gun?” 

Pettis was rising. ‘‘It could be the same as the one used to 
shoot Mrs. Wanderley, young Ajoukian, and Mullens. We'll 
know when we've tested the bullet they took out of your 
partner’s head.”’ 

This was the first Sader had known of it. “They got the 
bullet?” 

Pettis nodded. ‘‘Out of Mullens, too.’’ 


The phone rang. Sader turned over in bed and felt for the 
table without opening his eyes. He wanted to hang on to 
sleep, to inert oblivion. He took the phone off its cradle and 
laid it down. It made crackling sounds. 

After a while he pulled it over next lis car and still without 
looking listened to what it had to say. “... this ought to be 
good for some publicity. You guys like that, don’t you? 
Where's the old commercial instinct?”’ 

“Talk sense,’’ Sader muttered. 

“Mr. Sader?” 

“Speaking.” 

“You want to make a statement for the press, Mr. Sader? ”’ 

“What about?”’ 

“Haven't you heard? They’ve arrested your client on fraud 
charges.”’ 

Sader lay still, feeling the cool air of morning that filled the 
room. Behind the closed venetian blinds the sun was shining, 
all the clouds had drifted on, and a mockingbird who had 
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neglected so far to fly south was trying a few trills and obbli- 
gatos from a perch on a telephone pole. The sense of rightness 
about all this clashed with the voice on the phone. 

“Play that back again, will you?” 

“We'd like to know what you think about your client, Mrs. 
Ajoukian, being charged with fraud. She’s getting out on bail. 
But the smear remains.”’ 

“Who had her arrested?” 

“Her father-in-law.” 

‘Please quote me as saying———”’ Sader tried to think of 
what he ought to say. Something meaningless, optimistic, 
polite. All at once he slammed the phone back into its cradle 
and sat up. There was a time for work and a time for sleep. 
Right now the people involved in this affair were busy doing 
things to each other. He hurried with a shower, dressed in 
clean clothes, went out to his car. He made better time to 
Garden Grove than he ever had before. 

Nobody answered the doorbell. He walked around to the 
rear of the house, into a yard studded with lemon trees, shut 
in by walls of ivy, and found the rear entry unlocked. 
The kitchen did justice to the rest of the place It was divided 
into two parts. Ialf was brick and redwood, with picnic-style 
furnishings. Probably the architect had called it a barbecue. 
The other section was glass, tile, and steel, as antiseptic 
as a hospital. On the big -hite range, a frying pan full of 
bacon was frizzlmg into ash. Sader stopped to turn off the 
burner. 

A maple breakfast table was set fot one. An electric coffee 
maker gave forth an odcur which reminded Sader how many 
hours had passed since he’d eaten breakfast in the café on 
Pine Avenue. 

He went through the breakfast-room to an inner hall. About 
ten feet ahead of him, old Mr. Ajoukian lay spread out on his 
back, the white blanket under him. ." wore a pair of cerise 
flannel pyjamas, a brown towelling bathrobe. Sader hurried 
to kneel beside him. The fierce old eyes came open in a bitter 
stare. 

“Mr. Ajoukian——’ 
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Mr. Ajoukian bared his teeth. They were yellow and 
uneven. The lips had no colour in them. The skin around the 
mouth was as tough, as wrinkled, as elephant hide. “Go 
away, faker.’’ The breath came out on a wheeze, almost 
obliterating the sound of the words. 

“Let me guess,’’ Sader said, looking down at him. “ You 
ripped into your nurse, and she yuit. You had your son’s 
wife arrested. Then you decided to cook breakfast for 
yourself to show everybody how independent you could 
be.”’ 

“Get out!” 

“To you want me to help you back to bed?”’ 

“Go to hell!” The old man turned over on his belly and 
hunched up his knees and tried to crawl. Sader squatted, 
neither helping nor hindering. When the old man fell on his 
face and cursed slobbering curses, Sader still waited, moving 
only to hght a cigarette. “Well—give me a hand!” 

Sader rose and stepped back. “I think I’d better call your 
doctor.” 

“T don’t want a doctor!’”’ Old Mr. Ajoukian yowled like a 
cat. “I want some peace and quiet around here, no women 
clattering, no talk, questions!” 

Sader bent down, jerked him to his feet. The tough handling 
surprised the old man and he bent on Sader a look of specula- 
tive hatred. Sader stooped, got the blanket, tossed it around 
the elder Ajoukian’s shoulders. “Can’t you walk?’’ 

“Sure I can walk.’’ Ajoukian tried to assume a baron’s 
strut, probably his usual mode of locomotion, but on the third 
step he went to his knees. 

Sader waited. Still on his knees, Ajoukian got over against 
the wall and inched upward. He patted the tinted plaster. 
“T built all this. Nice house. Good stuff in it.”’ 

“No handles on the walls. It’s what you need.”’ Sader 
turned as if to go. 

“Wait!” Erect now, old Ajoukian seemed suddenly stronger, 
as if some infusion of bitterness had stiffened his back. ‘I 
got a few things to say. That girl, that thief—I want you to 
see she stays in jail. Take me out to the table. I got breakfast 
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cooking. I'll give you something to eat... drink. We'll 
plan it.”” An almost jovial brightness illuminated the monkey- 
lik: face. Old Ajoukian’s hands shook with excitement. 

“Tl help you to the table.”’ Sader offered an arm; the 
weight that came on it was surprisingly light, unsteady. He 
felt as if a rooster had perched there, digging in claws. ‘‘ You'll 
have to set a few things straight, though. Like your being in 
Mullens’s office the night before he died.” 

Old Ajoukian waved a hand. “It was nothing. No matter, 
now. He'd found Perry’s car. That’s all there was.” 

Sader kept his eyes on the maple table the other side of the 
open door. “Where did he find the car?” 

“In a garage. A vacant place, for sale. Couple of blocks 
from the office. He had me come late at night. He showed me 
the car.’’ Suddenly the old man threw his head back With a 
cackle of laughter. “I was scared for a while, thinking maybe 
Perry was in bad tiouble, hiding, needing help. Now 1 don’t 
think so. Perry can take care of himself. He’s my boy, the 
rascal!”’ 

The shock of it ran through Sader like ice water. The old 
man didn’t know his son was dead. Then another idea crossed 
Sader’s mind; he glanced uneasily at the cackling old man. 
Was his mind broken by grief? Was he crazy? 

The bnght, brimming eyes met Sader’s knowingly, confi- 
dently. There was no indication that a full quota of intelli- 
gence wasn’t operating behind the wrinkled mask. Sader said, 
“How much did Mullens want —and fo what?”’ 

‘He wanted a few thousands of dollars,” Ajoukian tittered. 
“He kept telling me his niother needed an opcration.” 

“Who was his silence supposed to protect? Your son?” 

Ajoukian nodded. “He said Perry might be in trouble.” 

Through Sader’s memory straggled something from his 
interview with Mullens. Mullens had speculated, rather signi- 
ficantly, whether Mrs. Wanderley migh: ‘.e hiding out from 
a drunk-driving charge. Sader, inching the tottering old man 
through the door to the breakfast-room, tried to pry a mean- 
ing from Mullens’s remark in the light of what Ajoukian had 
just said. 
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Mullens must have seen young Ajoukian’s car, followed it to 
the vacant garage where it had been hidden. Had there been 
an accident on the way, some hint that the driver wasn’t 
adequate? It was the only thing Sader could think of. 

Sader pulled out a chair beside the maple table. ‘‘Sit down, 
Mr. Ajoukian. I’ll fix you some more bacon in a minute. You 
wouldn’t want that burned stuff. But first tell me—whom have 
you scen this morning? You must have talked to somebody. 
You managed to have your daugliter-in-law arrested.” 

Old Ajoukian’s bright mood seemed to falter. He plucked 
uneasily at the collar of his robe. ‘I called an attorney out 
from Santa Ana, showed him the evidence.” 

“‘And what was the evidence?” 

‘““A forged power of attorney she claims was signed by 
Perry before he disappeared.” 

‘“You questioned her about it?”’ 

“No. The lawyer did. The doctor was here. He wouldn't 
let us talk for long. 1 told the lawycr the paper was a fake, 
she was str.pping my bank accounts, buying foolishness. 
Soon there wouldn’t be anything left.”’ 

“This attorney was somebody you'd had dealings with 
before?” 

A crafty look flickered in the old man’s face. “No. He’s a 
young fellow. Smart. On his toes.” 

Sader smelicd trickery. The old man had called in a young, 
perhaps inexperienced attorney who had had no background 
in his affairs. “I’m surprised he didn’t advise you to go slow 
in such an affair involving a member of your family. How 
much had she stolen? ”’ 

Ajoukian waved a hand vaguely. ‘‘He knows.” 

‘“‘Are the withdrawals recent? Since your son’s disappear- 
ance?”’ 

“Does it matter?” 

‘Someone should have told you, Mr. Ajoukian. Your son 
is dead. He’s been dead all these days since you last saw him.” 

The clawlike hands convulsed on the table. The rapacious 
mouth turned slack. “What ... what do you say?” He 
waited while Sader told him again. ‘I don’t believe it.” 
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But there were indications of belief, nevertheless; a kind of 
inward searching, of totting up old clues, old fears. 

“You shouldn’t have had his widow put in jail,” Sader 
went on. He hated this old man who stank of greed, of cor- 
rupting avarice; he hated him so much there was only 
obliquely any trace of pity. “It’s going to get you a horrible 
name in the newspapers. Are you going to claim, now, that 
she was stealing from your dead son’s estate?”’ 

Old man Ajoukian wagged his head. “I don’t know.”’ 

“Didn’t your son own anything? If he did, it’s hers 
now.” 

The old man struggled with words, then spat them fiercely. 
“A half of all I have. His. I gave it when they married.”’ 

“Well, you’d better call the attorney and explain the sct- 
up. She can’t be robbing you if it’s already hers.” 

The old man put his hands on the table, on either side of the 
plate. His jaw shook, and he drooled. ‘‘Never! I'll never take 
back the charges.” 

“How much did you give Mullens?’”’ 

“Not a cent!” 

‘Where is your son’s car?” 

Old Ajoukian wagged his head from side to side. 

Sader bent close to him. ‘Mrs. Wanderley called the house 
Tuesday night. You answered. She accused you of cheating 
Mrs. Cole on her oil shares, of veing partners in the deal with 
Charlie Ott.” 

Ajoukian’s clawlike hands moved res lessly on the table. 

‘““Mrs. Wanderley was raising so mech hell, you decidcd 
your son had better see her. You told her she could reach him 
at the bar in the Chuck-A-Luck. That was a mistake, Mr. 
Ajoukian.”’ 

There was a wheezing noise from between the old man’s 
teeth. 

“That phone call took him to his de.itt.”” Sader waited. 
letting the words sink in. The old man sat very still, hunched 
over, the wrinkled face bent toward the table. ‘‘Mrs. Wan- 
derley was very drunk. She was violent. Didn’t you have 
any hint of danger to your son?” 
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Ajoukian’s tongue stole out to wet his lips. ‘‘I thought you 
were going to fix my breakfast!” 

“Tf I stay, (ll break your neck. Anyway, your daughter- 
in-law will be home pretty soon, Mr. Ajoukian, and I think 
you'd better get what service you can from her while she’s 
still with you. Let her cook breakfast. She’s not going to be 
with you very long. Not if she has good sense.” 
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SADER jerked the wheel, sent the car spinning into the gravelled 
spuce beside the Chuck-A-Luck Barbewue. A side entry led to 
the bar; it was locked. Sader went into the main dining-room. 
It was big, ranchy in style and there were about a half-dozen 
people eating breakfast there. Most of them looked as if they’d 
been up all night. A waitress minced over to Sader and said, 
“Yes sir?” 

“I'd like to use the phone.” 

She jerked her head toward the inner entry to the bar. “In 
there. Kear corner.”’ 

The bar was dark. Sader found the phone fixed to the wall, 
no booth here as Dan had said. He dialled the hospital, got 
Dan ’s floor supervisor. The nurse inforined him Dan was doing 
as well as could be expected. ‘‘Aren’t they all?” Sader 
ground out. “I want to know if he’s conscious.”’ 

“No, sir, he has not regained consciousness,’ said the 
supervisor stiffly. 

“Will he live?” 

There was a flinty silence, and then the nurse said, ‘‘I could 
not make a prognosis, sir. Perhaps you could call Dr. Heffel- 
maier.”’ 

“Good God,”’ Sader said, slammed down the receiver. Silly 
to make the woman mad; he’d have to talk to her again. 
There was a lot he wanted to know. He'd have to keep the 
rage down, though it was hard to do when he thought of Dan. 
He walked out to the dining-room, net the waitress again. 
“Ts the bartender around anywhere?” 

“No, sir. He’s not here yet.” 

Sader gave her his card anda dollar. “‘ Ask him to call me at 
the office around noon.” 
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‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. Will you be having breakfast? ’’ 
‘Could you put some coffee in a carton? I’ll take it with me.”’ 
“Yes, sir. Will a two-cup carton be okay?” 

“Fine.” 

He talked with the waitress mechanically, his real thoughts 
busy with the Ajoukians, with Charlie Ott, the Cole woman. 
When he reach Long Beach he turned north on Cherry, crested 
the Hill, stopped finally at 3132 Redwood. It looked the same 
as it had. Someone had watered the begonias and the ferns 
along the porch, so that water stood in puddles on the cement. 
Mama duck led her family eternally into the shelter of the 
willow tree. Sader rang the bell and after a couple of minutes 
Margot Cole looked out at him. 

Sader plunged into it. ‘I know you're sore. You can call 
me anything you like. I just-——” 

She surprised him. “Come in, Mr. Sader. I’m not mad any 
more.’ 

We followed her into the neat warm house. The black hair 
coiled on her neck was freshly combed, her make-up showed 
no disarray, her green cotton housecoat seemed just out of the 
laundry. But all this spruceness, Sader felt, was a front for 
tireduess and grief. She seemed bowed by some inner weight. 
Despair, perhaps. He waited uncomfortably while she 
examined him with her strange blue eycs. 

‘“T’ve done a lot of thinking.’’ She motioned him into a 
chair, sat down facing him. “It was silly to blame you because 
my husband left me again. He just wanted an excuse, any- 
thing to flare up over. If it hadn’t been your visit, and the 
business with Ajoukian coming out, he’d have found some- 
thing clse.”’ She twisted her hands in her lap. “I’ve had the 
radio on, heard the news. I Icarned about your partner being 
shot. And about Felicia’s coat.” 

“Wait a minute——” 

“She wasn't involved in any affair with that young man. 
They were murdered. I—I can’t quite see how the murder 
might have happened because the Ajoukians were buying my 
oil shares. But I'll tell you all about it, anyway.”’ 

“The coat——” 
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Her blue eyes sharpened. “Hadn't you heard? They’ve 
drained that sump. Felicia’s coat, the beaver coat, was in the 
bottom of it, tied up around a big stone.” 

Sader felt something cold slide across the skin. ‘‘ Weighted,”’ 
he said. 

“Yes. It must have been done after she was dead, musn’t 
it?” 

“IT guess so.’ Sader wondered if Kay knew by now, if 
they’d had her up to look at the coat, if she’d seen the slime 
and sinelled the stench and so knew at last the kind of place 
her mother had lain all those days and nights. “I’ve been out 
of touch with what’s going on at the sump. Since my partncr 
was shot.” 

she leaned toward him dry-eyed,. though there was some- 
how about her an aura of tears. “He was the fourth, wasn't 
he? First there was Mullcns, the man in the office-—”’ 

“No First there was your friend Mrs. Wanderley,’’ Sader 
said heavily. ‘‘She got mad, perhaps drunkenly and un- 
reasonably—but mad, anyhow—because Ajoukian was buying 
those oil shares. She seemed to think Charlie Ott had a finger 
in the deal.”’ 

Margot Cole’s expression changed gradually to one of 
astounded anger. “‘What?”’ 

“The maid, Annie, overheard Mrs. Wanderley in a con- 
versation with young Ajoukian. Tuesday night, just before she 
le[t her house on Scotland Place. Mrs. Wanderley was saying, 
among other things, that Charlie Ott was at the bottom of the 
deal somewhere.”’ 

‘“‘How could he be?”’ Mrs Cole said, the anger growing un- 
certain. “‘He hasn’t any cash. All he owns is that duplex. 
He hadn’t sold it yet.” 

“T think he had,” Sader told her. “And I sec now his reason 
for being secretive. He had Ajoukian front for him because 
he’d closed the deal on the duplex beinnd Mrs. Wanderley’s 
back, cheating her out of her commission. ' The rage began to 
flow through Sader again, a tide he couldn’t control. He 
trembled, thinking of the cheap lies, the slimy double dealing, 
that had confused the case. 
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Sader got up, strode back and forth, smoking furiously. 
Mrs. Cole watched him as if in surprise. “If Felicia was 
cheated that way, she wouldn’t have liked it. It wouldn’t have 
been the money. The letter of the law was very important to 
her.” 

Sader agreed with her. Mrs. Wanderley had come from a 
family whose wealth had been built up through the mani- 
pulation of mortgages, of property. A trick like Ott’s was an 
outrage to her code. He said, ‘“‘I’m going down to talk to Ott, 
to get the truth from him.” 

“Do you want me to go along?” 

“Yes, if you want to.” 

She hurried into a coat, put on the hat with the brim he 
remembered from last night. It didn’t take long to go over to 
Cherry Avenue, to top the Hill and turn on Ott’s street at its 
base. All the time he drove, scraps burned their way through 
Sader’s mind. Mostly he thought about Dan, about Dan’s 
head fallen on the desk in a puddle of bright red blood. As 
they stopped in front of Ott’s two-storey establishment, she 
said, “‘He’s fixed it up.” 

‘‘A paint job.’ Sader opened the car door for her. They 
went up the steps to the front door together. All at once 
Sader put a hand on her arm. “ Wait here, will you? I’ll take 
a look around back.” He stepped off the porch, followed a 
cement walk to the rear yard. The lawn needed mowing, the 
borders were straggly, and some poinsettias against the rear 
fence had sagged under the rain and hadn’t been retied. He 
saw the traces of neglect, remembered the dust inside the 
house. It all fitted the pattern. Ott had sold secretly, and 
somehow just before her death Mrs. Wanderley had caught 
on. Sader went up three steps to the back porch and rang a bell. 
Then he put his hand on the door handle, turned it, and went in. 

Charlie Ott was at the sink, under a wide window, opening a 
bottle of whiskey. He turned as Sader came in. “ What— -” 
The blankness fled from his eyes as they pin-pointed with 
anger. “What the devil do you think you’re doing?” 

& Sader walked over to the sink and grabbed the front of Ott’s 
shirt. The fabric felt greasy, worn, and the man himself gave 
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off an unwashed odour. He’d been drinking heavily, Sader 
thought. But not too heavily to forget what he had in a 
drawer under the drain-board. Out of the corner of his cye 
Sader saw Ott’s fingers closing around a cleaver. 

He hit Ott a chopping blow with the side of his hand against 
the windpipe. At the same moment, as he tried to duck, the 
blunt edge of the cleaver came down on Sader’s shoulder. He 
moved back. Ott strangled, sucking breath, clawing at his 
throat with his free hand. Sader’s shoulder burned for an 
instant, then grew numb. 

He tried to flex his left hand but the fingers moved slowly, 
nervelessly. With his right, he knocked the cleaver from Ott’s 
fingers, dragged the mau by the front of his shirt into the front 
room, pushed him into a chair. Ott staggered, clutching his 
windpipe. He made bubbling noises from the chair. Sadex went 
to the front door, opened it, led Mrs. Cole back into the living- 
room. She looked at Ott, at Ott’s convulsed features, as if she’d 
never noticed them before, ‘‘ What’s the matter with him? ’”’ 

“He’s getting his breath,’’ Sader told her. He went tu a sofa, 
sat down on its arm, tried to get his cigarettes out with the 
numb fingers of his left hand. It didn’t work. The whole 
arm tingled now with an clectric warmth. ‘When he can 
talk, I'll ask him about Mrs. Wandcrley.” 

The strange blue eyes circled the room ; her heavy face grew 
disapproving. ‘‘It’s awfully custy in here.”’ 

“He'd sold the place. Tt must be in escrow. He didn’t have 
to keep it neat any more.” 

She regarded Sader with curiosity. “ls that what gave you 
the idea he’d cheated Felicia?” 

‘‘Partly.”” Sader had been keeping track of Ott. He noted 
that the other man was getting control of himself, that a 
cunning light had begun to burn behind the prolonged distress. 
Sader stood up, walked over to Ott, put a foot un the rung of 
the maple arm chair. “Mr. Ott, I waut uformation. I want 
to know when and why you contacted Ajoukian. I want to 
know when you sold your place and to whom. Mostly, I want 
to know when Mrs. Wanderley found out you’d gypped her 
on her commission. ”’ 
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Ott lay flaccid, staring; but Sader was suspicious of the 
continuing reaction. Ott’s neck was fat, the blow hadn’t been 
as heavy as Sader might have made it. All at once he seemed 
to make whistling attempts to speak. Temporarily off guard, 
Sader bent closer to listen. 

Ott’s big fat hands caine up and clamped on Sader’s throat, 
the thumbs digging in, cutting off breath. Sader’s army 
training had left him some automatic reactions; and this was 
one. His hands clenched together, rose in a sharp jerk that 
spread Ott’s arms, broke his hold. Then Ott, quickly for a 
man in his shape, lifted a knec, trying for Sader’s groin. 
Sader stepped briefly aside, stayed there until Ott had sprung 
to his feet. Then he buried his right hand to the wrist in Ott’s 
belly. 

Ott folded over, clutched his midriff, grunted, went to his 
knees. Mrs. Cole had retreated nervously tu the door to the 
hall. 

Sader went back to the arm of the couch, forced himself to 
sit down there and to wait until Ott was through retching and 
wheezing and had regained the chair. Then he said reasonably, 
“All right. Start talking.”’ 

‘“T’ll have your licence for this,” Ott got out. ‘Yes, sir. 
You won't be no private dick no more. Not if I can help it.”’ 

“‘I’’m not a damned bit interested,’’ Sader told him. ‘* What 
I care about now is the attempt to kill Dan Scarborough, my 
partner. I resent having my business associates picked off 
like owls on a fence.’”’ He got up and started for Ott again, 
but now the big man put up a placating hand. 

‘Hold your horses. I didn’t shoot anybody. Your partner, 
nor Felicia, nor young Ajoukian. Nor Mullens, the guy in the 
office. You’ve got a screw loose, coming here to pick on me.” 

Sader stopped a few feet from Ott and they regarded each 
other for a couple of minutes in silence. Ott must not have 
liked what he saw, for he began in a whining tone, “‘It wasn't 
my fault, selling the place behind Feliciu’s back. She brought 
an old coot up here, a regular skinflint, one of those retired 
corn merchants, seventy if he was a day, and a little bit later 

‘in the week he was back saying he liked the place but couldn’t 
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meet the price. And couldn’t I shave it a little. Like, for 
instance, by the amount of the agent’s commission.” 

Sader asked, ‘‘What was Mrs. Wanderley asking for the 
place? ’”’ 

“Thirty-five.” 

“Thirty-five thousand?”’ Sader looked at Mrs. Cole to see 
if she believed this. She was staring at Ott in indignation. 

Ott hurried on. “It’s not just the house and lot. All these 
places along here are being whipstocked by those rigs to the 
north uf us. We got oil rights. Hell, they’re worth at least 
forty a month.” 

“Okay, you made the sale. It’s in escrow now?” 

“Yeah,” Ott said sullenly. 

“You haven't got the money yet, then.” 

Under the fuzzy grey hair, Ott’s face took on some colour. 
“ That’s how | went to Ajoukian. I heard Margot say she was 
going to raise money on her o1] shares. What I’ve owned here, 
in connection with my place, gave me the idea to invest in 
some more. I couldn’t come right out and offer to buy.” 

‘“T wouldn’t have sold them to you,’’ Margot Cole said. 

“Yeah, I know. Afraid your old man would find out. Ott 
regarded the woman with open dislike. ‘“T’ll bet when he left 
he didn’t even say kiss my fuot. He sure made asap out of you.”’ 

She quivered a little as if a chill swept through her. ‘‘ Keep 
your mouth shut about my affai., Charlie.” 

Ott seemed to gain confidence from having scored as he had 
with Mrs. Cole. ‘I called old Ajoukian, vent out to his place 
later, and we cooked it all up. He was going to advance the 
cash for a share in the oil deal. Margot wasn’t to know. He 
figured he’d get a better price than I could. Knowing the old 
buzzard, I guess he could at that.’’ Ott was sitting straighter 
in the chair. ‘You get one thing through your thick head 
right now, Sader. I wouldn't kill no dame over a thirty-five- 
thousand-dollar deal. That’s chicken feed these days.” 

Sader turned his back, walked over to the windows. The 
sun showed the Hill against the sky to the north, the pincushion 
forest of oil derricks, a silver tank or two. He thought ab- 
stractly of all the millions of dollars in wealth that had come 
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out of the brown heights, pipes that reached down to finger 
the depths, the people who lived in cities at other ends of the 
earth on this money and had never so much as smelled the dry 
pungent odour of oil. He thought too about Mrs. Wanderley. 
“It’s possible Mrs. Wanderley’s murder wasn’t premeditated, 
that it was the despcrate impulse of a moment. She went out 
raging drunk. Someone may have protected himself.” 

‘You can’t prove she was raging at me,” Ott said cunningly. 
“‘T didn’t meet her that Tucsday night.’”’ The smugness jarred. 

Sader said slowly, ‘‘She was picked up by a cab about five 
o'clock on Wednesday morning. Just a few blocks from here.” 

“T’m telling you, I didn’t see her.’’ But Ott’s pale eyes were 
nervous. He supported his paunch in his laced hands, leaned 
forward as if to impress Sader with his sincerity. ‘She didn’t 
come here.”’ 

Sader turned back to the window. He sensed that a glance 
passed between Mrs. Cole and the fat man. She cleared her 
throat and said unevenly, ‘I'd like to explain, Mr. Sader, that 
Felicia didn’t learn of the oil deal from me. Nor, I doubt, from 
Mr. Ajoukian.”’ 

“T think she put together scraps of conversation she heard 
at your party,’’ Sader said. The point had little importance, 
he thought. Mrs. Wanderley, already suspicious of Ott’s 
trickery, had been quick to spot the evidence Ott wanted kept 
concealed. His mind returned to the detail of the trip on 
Wednesday morning. It didn't fit in with any other part of the 
evidence. Strike out what the cab driver had said, and he’d 
figure it this way: Felicia Wanderley had left home at eleven 
o'clock Tuesday night, had walked several blocks looking for a 
cab or a bus, had finally got a ride on one of the other lines 
that crossed town just above Ocean Avenue. Broadway and 
Third both had buses on them. Probably the manceuvre had 
been born of raging impatience rather than a desire to throw off 
anyone trying to trace her. She’d transferred downtown to the 
Cherry Avenue line, left the bus near the military academy 
on the Hill, walked east to Mullen’s office. 

There she had met young Ajoukian and the two of them had 
been murdered, their bodies thrown into the oil sump. 
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This had no sense in it, he admitted to himself; but the line 
of action was at least clean, straight, without a postcript like 
the cab trip, which had the meaninglessness of nightmare. 

Throw out the cab trip, and what have you? he thought. 
Well, you had an impostor there in Mrs. Wanderley’s coat and 
scarf, for one thing. He remembered in that moment the cab 
driver saying that the woman he’d taken to the Veterans’ 
Hospital had carried no handbag. 

He turned to look at Mrs. Cole, and her strange blue eyes met 
his own so intently—could it possibly be no more than imagin- 
ation?—that he had the feeling her thoughts had followed his, 
that she had read his mind. 

Ott was behind Sader, had moved silently from the chair on 
the balls of his feet ; and in the instant of looking at Mrp. Cole, 
Sader caught other movement, Ott’s suddenly reaching arms. 

Ott pinned hin from behind, then ran like a bull to crash 
into the wall. Sader turned his head, arched back, but the 
jarring collision tore breath from his lungs, sent pain flashing 
through his already injured shoulder. Still he managed to 
twist far enough to get his right elbow under Ott’s double 
chin. He prized back Ott’s head as the fat man weaved and 
faltered. Mrs. Cole made whimpering noises and ran out 
through the front door. 

In spite of Sader’s agonizing pressure on his throat, Ott got 
him into the hall They fough., scuffing up the runner and 
knocking down a little table that held a vase with some dead 
sweet peas and ivy. At last they were at the door, which Mrs. 
Cole had left open. Ott fell through te the porch, gripped 
Sader’s knees, threw him forwaid so that he slid down the 
steps to the lawn. 

With surprising agility Ott ran back into the house and 
slammed the door. 

Sader stood up, brushed mechanically at his clothes. His 
shoulder had pins in it, dancing along his nerves; and his arm 
felt dead. Worse tlian the pain was the sense of self-disgust, 
of failure, stupidity. Ott had bested him, giving him nothing 
he hadn't already surmised. 
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SADER escorted Mrs. Cole to her door. Her attitude was 
nervous now, as if he were in danger of exploding with un- 
predictable violence. ‘‘I hope your partner pulls through.’ 
She offered him her hand. 

Peacemaking, Sader thought. But why? “Are you going 
through with the deal to sell your oil shares to Ajoukian?”’ 

“T gave him an option,’ she admitted. ‘Five hundred 
dollars. If he wants them, I’ll have to sell.’’ She unlocked her 
door, paused there. ‘“‘I’ll admit to you why I needed cash in a 
hurry. It really wasn’t for a divorce. My daughter’s eighteen 
and she wants a car. The other girls have them.”’ 

She was a woman, Sader decided, who would break her neck 
to keep her kids up there with the Joneses. 

“Her father wouldn't have approved,’’ Mrs. Cole added. 
“That doesn’t matter now.”’ 

“T’ve been curious about your place here, in among the 
derricks,’’ he said. “There are so few like it, and those not 
kept up like this.”’ 

“We've owned it for a long time. My children have wanted 
me to move during these last tew years, to get a better loca- 
tion. But [like it here. You wouldn’t think so, but it’s private. 
There’s no one watching you over the back fence. Nosey 
neighbours, I mean.” 

Well, she had a right to her preference. Sader nodded, 
started away. Then he looked back at her. “I guess there’s 
nothing you can add about Mrs. Wandetley’s last visit—— -”’ 

“At the party? No, I've told you all I know.” 

Her eyes were like a couple of blue lights. She stood there 
watching while he got into his car and drove away. 

When he pulled to a stop again, it was in front of the drilling 
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office where Mullens had died. The door was open. A couple of 
men were behind the counter, along with a tall woman who 
wore glasses. The three of them seemed to be working over 
Mullens’s books. Sader introduced himself. “I'd like to have 
Mullens’s home address. I want to talk to his mother.” 

The elder of the two men frowned. ‘‘She’s upset about her 
son’s death.” 

“T won't be long. I’ll be as tactful as possible,’’ Sader 
promised. 

Aftcr a few more minutes of argument, thev divulged the 
address, less than a dozen blocks southeast, where homes 
encroached on the flank of the Hill. Sader found the place: 
without difficulty. Right away he noted the evidence of 
Mullens’s passion for gardening The yard was meticulously 
kept, with borders of calendulas just coming into bloompsand 
dusty muller in twin rows beside the walk to the front porch. 
Sader rang the bell and waited. 

It wasn’t a big house; it was what you’d expect of a book- 
keeper with an ailing mother to support. What was noticeable 
was the old-maid tidiness of the place. The woman who came 
to the door and looked out at Sader had the same air ; she was 
as scrubbed, tidy, and plain as the house. She wore her thin 
white hair pulled back behind her ears, rolled there in a neat 
bun. Inside the blue gingham apron, the plain grey dress, her 
figure was spare and erect. “Yc., sir?” 

Her voice was pleasant, but tlicre were tears under it; and 
Sader, having heard the tone before, kne*’ how little it would 
take to break up the interview. “‘My ame is Sader, Mrs. 
Mullens. I’m a private detective. I'd like to talk to you for a 
little while. About your son’s death.”’ 

She gasped. Her hands fluttered at the neck of the grey 
dress. “‘I’d rather .. really, I’d rather nut—-~” 

‘His wasn’t the only murder in this affair, though I don’t 
expect you to be excited about those uther people,’’ Sader 
said, to distract her. “It’s just that I—frankly, I’m in a hole. 
I can’t see any way out of it.” 

She got her eyes fixed on him again. “Are you the man 
whose partner was shot this morning in an office downtown?” 
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‘Yes. My partner, Dan Scarborough, is the man who got it.” 
“Well...” Plainly, she hated letting him in to ask ques- 
tions. She'd covered her gricf decently, though putting it away 
had racked her ; and she didn’t want to be broken down again. 

“T won't stay long,’’ Sader said. 

“‘Come in, then.” 

The parlour was old-fashioned, orderly, though full of a lot of 
knick-knacks that Sader guessed had been gathered over a 
long period of years. Mrs. Mullens offered him a plush-covered 
chair whose mahogany armrests were carved into lions’ heads. 
He sat down, loosened his coat, crushed down the weariness 
that threatened to creep through him. “I'd like to know how 
much your son told you about the events of last Tuesday 
night.”’ 

She folded her hands on her lap, pursed her lips thoughtfully, 
“What he was interested in was a car, Mr. Sader.”’ 

Sader waited, seeing that she wanted to compose her ideas 
so that she could speak briefly and be rid of him. 

‘‘He came home at about ten o’clock Tuesday night. He 
was very tired. He had a late snack—he'd been home earlier, 
you sec, for dinner—and then about ten forty-five he came out 
of his room and said he had to go hack to the office.”’ 

‘‘He’d been working in his room?”’ 

“T suppose so. He did have overtime hours near the end of 
the month. I was watching television when he left. I didn’t 
hear him come in. The next morning, at breakfast, he said a 
most peculiar thing.”’ 

Sader crossed his knees, tried to relax, to concentrate upon 
what she was saying. He could imagine Mullens, looking at his 
mother across the breakfast table, across the good hearty food 
she had laid out for him. 

“He asked my opinion, Mr. Sader. He asked if I would 
think it very wrong if he tried to raise cash from something 
he’d learned—something detrimental to a person who had a 
great deal of money.”’ 

Sader thought, the two with money in this affair were Mrs. 
Wanderley and old Ajoukian. No one else he’d met in the case 
could be considered wealthy. No, wait-—— 
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She was speaking again. ‘I told him that such a proposition 
could only be considered as blackmail, that my need for 
expensive medical treatments didn't change moral values.” 

“T see. What did he decide?”’ 

“He didn’t say. He was absent-minded Wednesday even- 
ing. Thursday and Friday he seemed to have somecthing— 
some difficulty—on his mind. I didn’t ask about it I'd 
raised him to be a good honest person ; I couldn’t admit, even 
to myself, that he would stray fiom the principles I’d taught 
him ” 

She turned her head, smoothed a doily on a table by her 
chair. The moment when Sader thought she must dissolve 
into tears dragged by ; she looked at him again. “ Friday night 
he was out very late. On Saturday morning he said he had work 
to do, a few hours to clear up some accounts. Before he went to 
the office he told me that there was a car hidden near here, in 
the garage of a house that is empty, for sale.”’ 

“Did he give yuu the address?” 

“Yes, he did, Mr. Sader, and I have told it to the police. 
But they have forbidden me to give the address to anyone else.”’ 

A cold prickling stirred along Sader’s nerves. ‘‘That means 
they have a stake-out on the car. The police are waiting for 
someone to come for it.”’ 

“The—the murderer?’”’ 

Sader nodded. “It’s a pr*ty good hunch, but I don’t 
think the murderer in this case will fall for it.”’ 

She inched forward on her chair. “‘ Whose car is it?” 

“It belonged to one of the victims n the sump, the young 
man named Perry Ajoukian. The murderer uvbviously drove 
it away from the sump during the time your son was in the 
office Tuesday night. I think the murderer was hoping those 
bodies wouldn't be found for quite a while, perhaps never.” 

“But they’re getting rid of the old sumps on the Hill.” 

“Maybe the murderer didn’t know shout the clean up 
campaign.’’ Sader moved a bit in the stiff old-fashioned chair, 
trying to favour the shoulder, which still throbbed from Ott’s 
blow. ‘I don’t think your son knew about those dead people, 
‘Mrs. Mullens. I don’t believe he deliberately withheld evidence 
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of murder. He must have followed young Ajoukian’s car, 
seen it hidden in the vacated property, decided that some- 
thing underhanded was going on.” 

She nodded eagerly. ‘‘ That could have been it.” 

‘He approached Ajoukian, Sr. They met and talked Friday 
night in the office. Did you know that?” 

“No.” 

“The father apparently didn’t think that the evidence—the 
car being where it was and whatever Mullens told him about its 
journey there—was worth what your son expected.”’ 

Her pale old eyes flickered, brimmed with tears. ‘‘If my son 
did what you imply, if he tried to blackmail this man, he did it 
because of his loyalty to me. He did it because I need medical 
help, expensive help, so badly.’’ She rose, stood stiffly, and 
Sader knew that their talk was over. 

He thanked her at the door. “I wish you might have 
known more,” he added. “You can never tell just what 
might trip them up.” 

“TI wish I knew who killed my son,” she said firmly. “‘Good- 
bye, Mr. Sader and good luck.’ 

He went back to the car. He drove for almost thirty minutes 
before he was sure of the vacant house. He'd driven past twice, 
fast, noting the fuzzy lawn, advertising handbills on the porch, 
the real-estate sign on an iron peg near the steps. The house 
was about four blocks from Mullens’s home, almost in a direct 
line to the office. Somebody had acted quickly after the 
murder. Quickly and shrewdly. When a place was vacant, 
up tor sale, nobody looked for a car in the garage. 

He parked in the block to the east and sized things up. He 
spotted the cops at once. One of them was trimming a hedge 
in a yard across the street from the vacant house. The new 
overalls gave it away; Pettis should be more careful, Sader 
thought dryly. The other cop was peddling an ice-cream cart. 
He went around and around the block. Business was terrible 
and if he’d been a real ice-cream man he’d have left in a hurry. 

Sader started the car and drove slowly, looking at house 
numbers as if he might be a tourist. The cop trimming the 
hedge gave him a hard look. Sader waved to him cheerfully. 
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On the sign by the steps he read, FoR SALE. Reasonable. 
Low down payment. Call agent. Then he saw the telephone 
number painted at the bottom of the sign and his foot hit the 
brake so hard he was almost cut in two by the wheel. 

The motor conked out. The cop trimming the hedge waddled 
out into the strcet and stared in at him. “Something wrong, 
bud?”’ 

“T’m looking for a place to rent,’’ Sader said feebly. 

The cop motioned with his hedge clippers. “‘ You wanna see 
that place over there? ”’ 

“It’s for sale,’’ Sader pointed out. ‘I said, rent.”’ 

“They might rent it.” The cop waited, eager for Sader to 
show some interest in tlhe watched house. Sader decided he was 
bored clipping the hedge and wanted other work for a change. 
Like twisting somebody’s arm to make him talk. 

“Well, I could take down the telephone number.”’ Sader, 
with elaborate ceremony, took out one of his cards, turned 1t 
over, and wrote down the Wanderley telephone number, under 
the cop’s stare. “I don’t much care for the yard though. 
Looks neglected.”’ 

‘Just needs mowing.’ The cop stepped back. He was hot 
inside the stiff new overalls, Sader thought, and disappointed 
now too because Sader hadn’t expressed a wish to prowl 
around the vacant house. “It’s all okay otherwise.” 

‘“‘T might be back, after I’. telephoned the agent.” 

Sader drove away. Grim thoughts boiled in his head. You 
could have coincidences all in a row. he told himself, and be 
surprised over them—but all at once tere was one tuo many. 
As he had told Mrs. Mullens such a short while betore, you 
never knew when you were going to trip them up. 


There was a brisk sea wind stirring the trees along Scotland 
Place. The blue horizon at the end of the street was full of 
sparkle. It was a wonderful day foi > walk on the beach, 
Sader thought, or a drive. Especially a drive. He left the car 
at the kerb and walked to the Wanderley door and rang. 
When Annie came, all starched and full of manners, he said, 
“T’ve got to see her.” 
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Annie took him inside without a word. 

Kay was arranging a bow! of flowers on a cabinet in the 
living-room. She turned as Sader came in. She was pale, he 
noticed ; but she was wearing the rhinestones. They glittered 
cheerfully in the light from the terrace windows. 

“Hello, Mr. Sader.’’ She put down the tawny chrysanthe- 
mums, smoothed the waist of the dress she wore, soft green 
silk that fell in pleated folds. She looked awfully young in that 
instant. About fifteen, Sader thought. 

He went close to her. The thought of the dead woman in the 
sump, of voung Ajoukian as he’d seen him soaked in oil, 
Mullens on the floor of his office—these were dim now, far 
away. And his anger over Dan ran out like water from a sicve. 
You had to forgive someone as young, as beautiful, as this. 
“Get your hat and coat. You’re coming with me.” 

For a moment she looked at him as if trying to read some- 
thing in his face. Then she went quickly from the room. 
When she came back she wore the little fur jacket, the velvet 
hat. “Where are we going?” 

“A ride.” 

They were almost in Santa Ana before she began to be 
worried. ‘Are you sure it’s all this way from town?” 

“What? ’’ Sader turned at an intersection, headed north-east 
on a through boulevard, his mind on the miles ahead. 

“The thing— whatever it 1.—you want me to see.”’ 

He shot a look sidewise. “There’s nothing for you to sec.”’ 

“Then— why come out here?”’ 

“Don't you know?” 

Her gloved hands tightened on her little purse. The soft 
mouth grew tense. “No, I can’t imagine what you're talking 
about.”’ 

“They found the car,’’ he said gently. ‘“ Ajoukian’s car, 
hidden the night of the murders. Don’t you see what that 
means? Your mother had the place listed. She'd be one of the 
few people who'd know right away where to go.”’ 

“IT guess I just don’t understand. Are you still accusing 
Mother of some part in the crime?” 

Was this a game? “No, not any more.” 
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“‘Then—what is it?” 

“You knew the places she was trying to sell, didn’t you?” 

“Most of them.” 

“Figure it out, then.”’ 

Several miles slipped past under the tyres. They entered 
a long road overhung with giant pepper trees, this side of San 
Bernardino. The afternoon sun threw leafy patterns and the 
car fied through them, as if through ghostly interlacing fingers. 
Finally she asked, “Is there some sort of danger? ”’ 

‘You should know,” he said dryly. 

He sensed the unwilling fear that shook her. “‘ Because of-- 
of what happened to Dan?” 

“T don’t want to think about him.”’ 

She touched his arm. ‘How do you know? How can you be 
sure?” 

“About you? Well, the idea had flickered through my mind 
more than once. That business with the dog had a funny ring 
to 1t. And then the delay about hiring anyone to look for her. 
Who told you to come to us, anyway?” 

“Annie. She looked in the telephone book at the listings of 
private detectives. She thought the whole plan was disgusting, 
but since I was determined tu have somebody} well, she had 
the idea your names, Sader and Scarborough, sounded like 
gentlemen.” 

“What a shock she must huve got,”’ Sader muttered. 

She touched his arm again. ‘‘Do you know who it is?”’ 

The leafy patterns flickered on the vindshield. ‘‘Who what 
is?” 

“ That—that I’m in danger from.” 

“ Pettis.” 

“But he’s a policeman!”’ 

Sader glanced sidewise at her. She was so frcsh, so achingly 
beautiful, it was all he could do to keep his harids on the 
wheel. Under his love and his desire tor her burned other 
things—self-hatred, mostly—but these he crushed down. 
“‘Didn’t Pettis ask questions about that vacant house on the 
Hill?” 

“The one Mother had listed to sell? Yes, he did. He asked 
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for her account book, too, and he wanted to know how much 
I had kept track of what she did. In a business way.” 

“And you got out of it?” 

“Out of what?” 

Sader jammed the wheel in a circle, whirling the car into a 
side road, a dirt track that led between alfalfa fields to a row 
of packing sheds in the distance. There was no sign of life 
near them ; there was just the imperishable green of the alfalfa, 
a smell of mowing, the sunlight, the whisper of the pepper 
trees behind them. Sader turned in the scat as the car rolled to 
a stop, gripped Kay’s shoulders, pulled her close. She gasped 
as his lips closed over hers. 

There was a welling of pressure, a pounding, in his head. 
He was rough, savage with her, because all that hatred, the 
despair worse than sickness, was suddenly directed against 
Kay, against her softness, her youth and fragrance. He tore 
at her lips as if he were tearing a net. 

She tried to fight loose, and he sensed the scream bottled in 
her throat. He circled her neck with his arm, forcing her small 
head up so that their mouths still clung. 

Time was a spiral, whirling down into disaster, an eternity 
of loathing for her and for himself; and inside that spiral, they 
were ageless, she was as old as he. Her sins had caught up with 
his years. 
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AT half past three they were climbing the grade of Cajon Pass, 
beyoud San Bernardino. The air blowing in through the car 
windows had lost the smell of the city, of cultivated gardens. 
In it were odours of sun-baked earth and scrubby sage and 
the far-off dusty pocket» of the desert. Ahead lay the long 
straight asphalt streak to Las Vegas. 

Kay sat as far from Sader as she could get. She looked=mall 
and huddled in her corner. The hat had fallen off during their 
struggle earlier and she hadn't put it on again. Her bruised 
lips were puffed. She didn’t talk. 

Beyond Cajon Tass, feeling the warmth, Sader pulled into a 
roadside stand, bought Cokes, removed his outer coat. She 
took the Coke when he put it in through the window. Shie 
drank it without looking at Sader. 

“It’s going to be hot,’’ he said. “Take off your jacket.”’ 

She didn't move, so he opened the door and pulled the jacket 
off her shoulders, down over her arms. She moved the bottled 
drink from one hand to the other; otherwise she might not 
have known what Sader was doing. He ‘olded the little coat, 
put it on the back seat. 

“T’m sorry J was rough with you.” 

She turned her head, not answering, not forgiving. 

He said, “‘I’ll tell you what I have planned. We'll go to Las 
Vegas, head north through Nevada, cut over and turn south 
and go into Mexico by way of El Paso. They'll be looking for 
us at Tijuana and Mexicali. I think we’:' .et by them as far 
east as El Paso.”’ 

“Why are you doing this?” 

‘“‘T guess you know my reasons now.” 

“Please take me home, Mr. Sader.”’ She sounded like a child. 


167 


“T can’t. Pettis is wise by now. He’d have had some kind 
of watch on you. Some cop phoned in when you left with me. 
They know we headed out of town.” He took the empty 
bottles back into the damply air-conditioned café, returned 
to the car, turned again into the highway. 

Some miles further she said in » strangled voice, “ You think 
I killed my mother!” 

The sun was behind them. Its warmth lay in the car like 
the purring presence of some animal. Sader opencd his shirt 
collar. ‘I don’t care what you did. I don’t even worry because 
you shot Dan. Not any more.” 

‘“‘T wouldn’t do such things! I loved my mother. I thought 
Dan was onc of the nicest people I’d ever met.”’ 

“What you thought of them didn’t stand in your way.” 

“You must be crazy!” 

“Skip it. I don’t want to argue.” Mostly, he thought, I 
don’t want to have to run through it again, out loud, when I’ve 
tortured myself with it a hundred times since this trip began. 
All the reasons it had to be you- — 

Who could have impersonated Mrs. Wanderley well enough 
to clinch the later identification by the cab driver? 

Whuose guilt would have made Dan angry, as angry as he'd 
been on the phone, drumming words into Sader’s ears that 
Sader didn’t want to believe? 

Who could have hurried home, smart enough to be there to 
answer a check up after Dan had been shot in the office? 

Who had the motive? 

Money could do a lot of things in this world. It could build 
you a castle, Sader told himself—or a dungeon. It could make 
you hungry for more. It could make you afraid of losing what 
you had, so that you were glad your wealthy mother no longer 
looked at men nor dallied with the idea of a second marriage. 
It could make you so suspicious that you killed when you 
found her alone with someone you took for a lover. 

All of them straws, blowing in an inexorable wind... . 

But the thing that completed it, tied it up tight, was 
Ajoukian’s car in the garage of the vacant house. The car had 
been hidden by someone in a hell of a rush, Sader figured— 
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someone who had to get it away before its presence called 
attention to the sump. The person who moved it had known 
precisely where to go. 

A: Kay would have known... . 

He looked at the buff-coloured landscape ahead, the flat 
empty valley through which the highway was drawn taut as 
wire, the fringes of rocky hills on the horizon, the shimmering 
mist of heat. It would be like this all the way into Las Vegas, 
excepting the brief oases of the httle towns. He settled himself 
for the grind. 

She asked finally, “When we get to Las Vegas may I call 
Annie?” 

“Of course you can’t. It would spoil everything.” 

“But she'll be worried!” 

Sader shot her a frowning glance. “‘She won’t even duswer 
the phone Pettis will pick up that receiver. He’ll hear your 
voice, he’ll trace the call, and where will you be?”’ 

‘“T’m afraid of you,’”’ she cried. “I want to go home!” 

‘Afraid of me?”’ He laughed incredulously. ‘‘Don’t you 
know what’s waiting for you back there?’’ The car crested a 
long rise, dipped into another empty vista exactly hke the one 
they’d left. The traffic, week-end gamblers coming back to 
L.A. after a fling in Las Vegas, began to thicken heavily. “I’ve 
got a friend in Las Vegas who'll cash a check for me,’’ Sader 
mused, thinking out loud. ‘We re going to need money. I can 
leave him a power of attorney and he can sell my share of the 
busiess.”’ 

‘Don’t do that!” 

‘Why not?” 

‘This trip is meaningless, M1. Sader. I didn’t kill anyone. I 
don’t have torun away! I’m sure Mr. Pettis has no suspicions 
of me.” 

‘‘He’s pretty cute that way,’’ Sader put in. 

“No, I’m convinced he believed in ..» innocence. Why 
should I kill my mother? She was moody and difficult, yes; 
she had a sickness of the mind But we don’t execute sick 
people.”’ 

“It was the money,” Sader said firmly, out of his own belief. 
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‘‘Mother’s money? There was plenty for both of us. My 
father’s will took care of me separately, anyway.” 

There was no place to draw off the road so Sader just rolled 
to a stop where he was, in the right lane of traffic, and let the 
honking cars dart around him. “You don’t have to fool 
me, Kay. Get this straight. I’n not condemning you for 
what you did. Maybe you were a little crazy, too, from living 
with your boozy mother. She’d caused you to cut off all 
normal social life, to give up your friends, to live in dread of 
disgrace.” 

When he had pulled up, alarm flared in her face and she 
retreated into the corner, flattening herself on the door. 
“Please... .”’ 

He kept his hands on the wheel. ‘‘I’m not going to touch 
you. I'll never touch you again unless you ask me to. Some- 
where along the line we’d better get married, because of the 
legal aspects of the trip intu Mexico. But you can call it a 
marriage of convenience. That’s what it will be.”’ 

Her grey eyes were big, searching. After a minute she said, 
‘Are you doing this because—-because you think that you're 
in Jove with me?”’ There was sudden softness in her tone ; and 
something that Sader thought, with a flare of dread, might 
almost be pity. 

Pity was one thing he couldn't take. Deliberately he made 
his tone hard, amused. “Well, I hadn’t quite figured it as— 
love.” 

Her face grew scarlet, she turned her head and the arguinent 
was over. She didn’t look at him again. The hours ticked 
away on the clock on the dash; the miles fled under the 
tyres. The sun began to draw far down in the west ; there was 
coolness in the air and shadows lay lung on the bare floor of 
the desert. 

He turned on the car radio. Jazz bumped out, hot, compel- 
ling. If Kay heard it—and she could scarcely have heiped 
this—she responded by not so much as the twitch of a muscle. 


... He'll be big and strong 
The man I love... 
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Sader punched a button, cutting off the sultry voice. There 
was news now. The news was about world-shaking things, 
armies marching, spies and secrets, elections, floods, famines. 
There was no mention of Long Beach, the town that had grown 
up from a village by the sea, a city with a hill in the middle of 
it, sprouting oil derricks like a forest of pins. There was no 
mention of murders, anywhere. 


... He'll be big and strong 
The man I love... 


Crazy. He'd punched the same station back again. Sader 
clicked off the radio. Kay said quietly, ‘Didn't it occur to you 
that I might not want to marry you because there was some- 
bodv else’ ”’ 

“Another man? No, I hadn’t thought of it.” 

His clipped tone dismissed the subject. If Kay had had 
someonc in love with her, he’d have been around during these 
last few days, during the search for her mother. Kay was 
trying to confuse him. She wanted to go back—funny kid-—— 
and get herself strapped into that chair in San Quentin’s gas 
chamber. 

The lights of a big roadside restaurant began to glow bright 
through the dusk ahead. Sader said, “I’ve got to have some 
coffee. How about some dinne, for you?” 

“T’m not hungry, thank you.” 

He pulled in under a neon archway to i gravelled lot. This 
was Nevada. Through the big windows "e could see a row of 
slot machines, some customers who couldn’t wait for Las 
Vegas putting in dimes and quarters, pulling the levers to the 
thuinp of the juke-box wailing a torch tune. 

He killed the motor, took the keys with hin. Inside was a 
big half-finished barnlike room, half of it given over to the 
slots and a covered crap table, the other ' .lf a soda fountain 
and lunch counter. He stepped up, asked for a carton of coffee 
to take with him. 

The kid behind the counter, eighteen or so, towheaded, 
wearing a white apron too big for him, shook his head. “‘Sorry. 
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All out of them. Give you a clean can if it has to go. Would 
that do?” 

“Sure.” 

The door opened behind Sader. There were three men at the 
other end of the counter and by the way they stared Sader 
knew that the newcomer must be Kay. The waiter, too, was 
eyeing the door. Sader turned around. She stood under the fan 
at the entry, and the stirring air caught her blonde hair and 
twisted it. Sader hadn’t realized how tired she looked until 
now. She came over to the counter and said to the waiter, 
“Do you have a telephone? ”’ 

“Yes, miss. Booth’s back there.’’ He pointed to the corner 
behind the crap table. 

“T’ll need some change.”’ She handed the waiter a five 
dollar bill. 

“Excuse me while I get her some change,” the waiter said 
to Sader. The tone dismissed Sader’s desire for coffee as being 
of little importance to this lovely girl’s need for money with 
which to phone. 

She walked to the booth. Sader followed her. She stepped 
into the cubicle, started to pull the door shut. Sader’s foot 
was In the way. “Please go away, Mr. Sader.”’ 

“Give me a chance. Give me until Las Vegas. You can 
telephone Annie there, if you have to.”’ 

“Tf you don’t take your foot out of the door, I’ll complain 
to the clerk. He'll help me.”’ 

Yes, the towheaded kid would probably lay down his life, 
Sader thought. He’d die for stirring blonde hair, for big yrey 
eyes, for a figure as softly rounded as a ripe peach. Sader took 
his foot away. He went back to the counter. ‘The waiter 
brought a tin can with coffee in it, newspaper-wrapped to hold 
the heat, to protect the hands. Sader paid for the coffee, went 
out to the car. It was growing dark now. There was a definite 
chill in the air. On the desert it was like that, he remembered. 
Hot days, cold nights. He propped the coftee on the scat, 
shrugged into his coat. Then he got in behind the wheel, 
sipped coffee, waited. 

She ran out of the café and the fright in her reached him, all 
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the way across the dark lot. It was something animal-like, 
primitive, about the way she held her head, too high, and the 
goad that plunged her toward the car. He turned the key in 
the switch, tossed the coffee out in one move. She fumbled at 
the door on the other side, then fell in, tell against Sader, 
hung there frozen. 

He didn’t try to drive. ‘ What is it?” 

“ Annie.”’ 

He tried to push her back, to see her face. “What do you 
mean?” 

‘The police have been in my house. They think J’m guilty. 
Annie knows. She told me to keep on going.”’ 

It jarred. Sader couldn't say why—the advice was exactly 
what he’d been giving Kay all afternoon, indirectly—but 
having someone else tell this gir] to run was like the stroke of a 
file against a nerve. 

He felt other things in that moment, too. He was aware of 
the pain in his shoulder, where Ott had chopped him with the 
cleaver. The arm had ached all afternoon, but he'd ignored it, 
forced usefulness from the almost nerveless hand. Now the 
pain surged back, along with a dragging sense of being old and 
exhausted. 

He seemed drowning in a terrible tide which lashed from 
him the last vestiges of youth. Kavw’s clinging arms, her young 
freshness, offered no foothold in that current. He'd heen 
young once, yes; but that was over. It was really and finally 
over. The bitter truth was that he . as now a tired man 
with grey in his hair, with the beginnuig of a stoop, and no 
amount of frenzy or cunning, no wishing, or of forcing his 
love upon the girl, could bring back that which had gone 
forever. 

There must be a time like this in everyone’s lite, he thought 
numbly. When all your illusions go dewn the drain. When 
you sec at last what you have lost. Wh:n you reach out for 
someone like Kay and fcel the barrier you never knew was 
there, the wall made of years. 

He wanted to beat at something, to rip, to tear. Instead he 
pushed Kay gently away, closed the door behind her, reached 
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for her jacket on the back seat, and fixed it across her shoulders. 
“You didn’t kill them.” 

‘No,’ she whispered. 

“Don’t be afraid then. We'll go into Las Vegas—it isn’t 
far now. I'll do some telephoning. We'll decide what to 
do.”’ 

Her voice shook with the effort to control her fear. “I 
don't want to go to Mexico.” 

“We aren’t going to Mexico. I guess we never were. Funny.”’ 
He started the motor; the car crept out toward the road. The 
lights ahead were like a string of fireflies in the night. In less 
than an hour they should see the glow from Las Vegas. “Try 
to get some sleep.”’ 

“No, I want io talk. Why were you so sure [’d murdered 
Mother? ”’ 

‘For several reasons.’’ Leaning on the wheel, he rubbed the 
side of his head The lights dazzled his eyes, there was a 
headache through his temples. ‘‘It seemed to stack up. The 
cab driver must by now have identified your mother as the 
woman he took out to Veterans’ Hospital Wednesday morn- 
ing. [f he hadn't, if there was a question of imposture, it should 
have come out. It hasn’t. And yet, the way I figure, your 
mother was dead that Wednesday morning at five o’clock.”’ 

“Do vou think I resemble her that much? ”’ 

“‘] was surprised,’’ Sader said. He wished he’d drunk all the 
coffee, or had some aspirin with him. 

“What was the purpose of all this?” 

“Oh, I think the trip in the cab was supposed to draw 
attention from the Hull, from that sump. Just as hiding young 
Ajoukian's car was meant to do.”’ 

“What about the coat?” 

“Thrown in later. The next night, perhaps.’”’ He forced 
himself away from the wheel, tried to sit straight, think 
straight. “Of course, if the plan had succeeded, it your 
mother and young Ajoukian hadn’t been discovered for 
weeks——”’ 

She was silent, hating, he knew, the picture conjured up by 
his words. 
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“Wait——’ Catching the fugitive idea that haunted him 
was like chasing a goldfish. It darted, slithered away, and he 
was distracted by the flashing lights that stung his eyes, then 
poured on into the dark. ‘If the murderer’s plan had worked, 
the identification by the cab driver wouldn’t have meant 
anything. All he really remembered was a fur coat, a scarf, a 
woman who gave her name in the process of raising hell so 
he'd remember her. Without a corpse in good condition ——”’ 

“Please——"’ 

He drove on in silence, exploring the possibilities. The killer 
couldn't have expected young Ajoukian and Mrs. Wanderley 
to be tound so quickly If the bodies had remained hidden, if 
their fate had been merely a matter for speculation 

He Ict the picture fill itself in. 

Among the people who knew these two, there would have 
been giadual changes. Those who loved them would have 
faced a slow encroachment of despair. Those to whom their 
absence meant advantage would have gradually moved more 
into the open. 

With Felicia Wanderlev gone, old Ajoukian’s purchase of 
the oil shares would have proceeded without notice. Ott would 
have received his cut. Ott’s duplex could admittedly have 
been sold and off the market. Milton would have had relief 
from her tirades about the pies. 

What about young Ajoukian? 

Sadet thought to himself that the situation might be com- 
plicated by factors of which he knewn ‘hing; but from present 
knowledge Ajoukian, Jr.’s absence sec.ned to benefit nobody. 
His father had been frantic with worry—up until Sader’s 
final visit, when the old rman was consoling himself with the 
thought that his bright boy could look aftcr himself. The 
young widow had appeared at all times noimally anxious, 
though finally not overcome with grief. Many people suffered 
deeply from loss without visible sign, a..u she could be one of 
them. Be fair to her, Sader reminded himself. [t’s not every- 
one has t» live with a cantankerous mummy, and a gorilla. 

The appcllation reminded Sader of something Dan had said 
at the beginning, that young Ajoukian was the type who might 
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like to leap on women out of dark corners just for kicks. Dan 
had sized him up as having a brutal streak. Put that idea 
alungside the facts about Mrs. Wanderley, her violent and 
drunken mood on Tuesday night. 

The only wonder was that they hadn’t killed each other. 
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Key was watching him from her corner. ‘‘What are you 
thinking about?’”’ 

“Young Ajoukian.’’ He took out cigarettes, offered Kay 
one, lit both with the hiehter from the dash. “ Dan worked on 
that angle. He has information I need.’’ The first call from 
Las Vegas, he told himself, would be to the hospital. 

“Tf his car had been hidden where you say it was, in that 
house Mother had listed to sell, :t could mean simply that the 
murderer was familiar with the neighbourhood.”’ 

“Yes, that must be it.”’ 

She went on, her tone very serious. ‘‘If the murderer posed 
as Mother to the cab driver, it ——’”’ 

‘Wait a minute,’’ Sader interrupted. “Let's don’t jump to 
that conclusion. The murderer may have had a friend. The 
friend may possibly have carried through the impcrsonation 
without realizing its import.’ 

“That’s asking a lot of triendship,’’ she protested. “I 
wouldn’t do a thing like that unless I knew its purposce.”’ 

“Suppose the murderer had a hold c er the woman 

“You mean, you think the murderer is a man?” 

“T haven’t any evidence, one way or another. I don't 
think your mother and young Ajoukian stood precisely on the 
rim of that sump to argue about the sale of Mrs. Cole's oil 
shares. Nearby— perhaps. It would have taker some strength 
to have dragged them up that embankrient and pitched them 
in.” 

‘‘Mother was slender, almost frail.” 

Sader turned briefly tn glance at her, to rest his eyes from 
the spinning lights. She'd tucked her legs under her. The soft 
green silk was drawn tight ac.oss her slender knees. Avove the 
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deep V of her blouse, her throat had a creamy pallor. Sader 
said, ‘‘Ajoukian was young, well-built, husky. Six foot tall 
at least, judging by what I saw of him stretched on the em- 
bankment. Well-muscled shculders. A bear of a fellow.” 
With a shock, Sader realized that his tone had been etched 
with envy. 

“If you thought J killed him, and Mother, then you must 
have believed I could have tugged him up that bank, some- 
how.” 

“It would have taken time.” 

“But it wouldn't have been impossible.’ 

“No, I guess it wouldn’t.”’ 

The glow from Las Vegas’ Strip, the long arm of luxury 
casinos and hotels that reached out toward the migrating 
suckers from L.A., began to light up the sky ahead. Soon the 
car raced between neon-lit palaces, the Sands, Sahara, Flam- 
ingo, Last Frontier. Ahead was the whiter conflagration of 
the downtown district. Sader pulled into a service station, 
left the car by the pumps to be filled, went over to the telephone 
booth beside the station deor. Kay followed him, as he 
previously had followed her. He left the door open, however. 
She stood listening while he put through the call to the 
hospital. 

{his was another nurse, solter-voiced, more co-operative. 
She said, ‘Yes, Mr. Sader—Mr. Scarborough did becoine 
conscious, though briefly. He’s resting easily now. He's still 
in danger, of course, but Dr. Heffelmaier secms to think he'll 
pull through.”’ 

‘““That’s wonderful!’’ Sader was aware of sudden warm 
gratitude toward these people, unknown to lim or to Dan, 
who'd given time and skill to saving Dan's life. “I was 
wondering, though—did he say anything? ”’ 

“Dr. Heflelinaier seemed to think that what he said may 
have been meant for you. Considering the circumstances, 
you know.”’ 

“And what was it?” Sader asked, burning with impatience. 

“The little we are sure of is quite brici.’’ She seemed to be 
apologizing. “Mostly, Mr. Scarborough spoke incoherently. 


178 


At one point his voice took on definite emphasis. He said, 
‘I’m telling you—it’s the weck....’”’ 

“The week?”’ Sader repcated. 

“T took it to mean a length of time. Though there’s another 
meaning. And he added the words, slim ankles, a little 
later.”’ 

“That was all?” 

“I'm sorry. Yes.”’ 

“Ts anyone keeping a watch over him?’ Sader asked sud- 
denly. “I mean, in case of another attack——-”’ 

“There is a police officer at his dour,’’ she sid. 

“Thank you.” 

“You're welcome, Mr. Sader.”’ 

He stepped from the booth, lit a cigarette for Kay,.‘or him- 
self, tried to think it through. Over by the pumps, the car was 
getting its windshield cleaned, its oil checked. The traftic 
headed westward was a steadily thickening stream. 

“What will you do now?” Kay wondered. 

“Go back,”’ Sader told her. 

“Have you found out something?" 

“Yes, I guess so.’ He took a long look at the glow of Las 
Vegas, the pool of light that dimmed the stars overhead. He’d 
had some crazy plans back there, he thought. Marrying Kay, 
taking her to Mexico. On W 2t? 

He turned his back on the town, on what it might have 
meant to him and now never could, and touched Kay’s elbow, 
guiding her to the car. 


He left Kay in the rear bocth of an all-night café on Atlantic. 
“Order something to eat. Take your time over it. In about 
an hour, go home in a cab. I'll have it wh'pped by then—or 
never.” 

Her gaze on Sader was calm, conf. i=t. You had to look 
close to see any sign of her being up all night. There were fine 
lines drawn around her eyes, but they'd be gone after an hour 
or so of seep. To Sader the bitter grainy itch of exhaustion 
seemed ground into his bones. Age, Pupa, he thought, talking 
to himself in Dan’s voic:. You're getting old. He felt her 
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hand, touching his softly. ‘‘Come to my house later,’’ she was 
saying. 

Sader nodded. He took another long look at the uplifted 
face, the curve of the chin he’d memorized, the grey eyes to 
haunt his dreams. ‘‘Good-bye.’"’ He walked out of the café. 
He knew he'd never see her again. 

There was a burst of green light on the eastern horizon and 
against it the outline of the Hill, its forest of rigs, was like that 
of a sleeping porcupine. Sader pulled himself into his car, 
started the motor, turned south to Seventh Street. He drove 
out Seventh, not too fast, hating now the errand he was on. He 
left Long Beach behind, came to open country, then to the 
neatly landscaped scraps of acreage where people bored with 
city life played at being farmers. The air was very fragrant 
out here. Someone had cut hay, and there was wood smoke on 
the breeze, some early-riser- or somebody who hadn't got 
around to going to bed— warming himself at a hearth, and in 
the distance a lot of roosters were crowing. 

The Ajoukian lane was shadowy, the house unlit. Sader 
parked the car and walked over to ring the doorbell, and to 
wait. The nurse came finally, pinning her cap. She was a new 
nurse, since the old man had a sharp turnover in his help. She 
was small, stout, red-headed, and somehow made Sader 
think cf a Peke. He said, “I’d like to see Mrs. Ajoukian.”’ 

“At this hour?” Her voice was yappy, like a Peke's, and 
her snub nose wriggled in suspicion. ‘““My God, nobody’s 
up. 

“Well, you're up. Tell hier it’s Sader to see her.”’ 

“Who are you? JT mean, are you a relative, or someone 
close to the family? I’m asking on account of the old man. He's 
very low.” 

“You're a girl after my own heart,’’ Sader complimented 
her, “‘and the first nurse I’ve ever met who actually passed out 
information about the patient. How long has he got?” 

“Not very long.” She took the last of the pins out of her 
mouth, so she could talk plainly. Her voice got deeper, 
so some of the Pcke impression vanished. “‘He’s had a 
stroke.” 
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“Can he talk?” 

“A little. He’s not unconscious, just confused. He thinks 
he’s back in the past somewhere, raising hell about grocery 
bills. Then he cries some about a hittle girl dying.”’ She patted 
her hair around the rim of the starched cap, opened the door 
a little wider. “Shall I see if Mrs. Ajoukian wants to sce you 
at this hour?” 

“Tt was the general idea,’’ Sader commented. She left the 
d oor ajar, so Sader could luok in at the hall, the glass brick, the 
tumbled greenery in the brick planters He felt the dawn 
growing behind his back, a grey flood stealing up the 
sky. He wanted to sleep. He didn’t like to have to think 
about old Ajoukiai, grieving for the daughter dead all these 
years 

When young Mis. Ajoukian appeared, she was Wearing a 
blue silk house-coat For somebody who'd just been wakened, 
she seemed quite alert. She looked at Sade: through the door 
and said, ‘Ts it something important?” 

“Tt’s about Dan.”’ 

She stepped back, and he went in. The nurse said some- 
thing about making coffee for all of them, and disappeared. 

They faced each other there in the hall, with the wet smell 
from the planters filling the air, and somewhere outside a 
rouster crowing his head off Sader thought that Mrs. Ajou- 
kian knew at once what he’u come about She was a woman of 
remarkable composure. Finally she asked, “Is your partner 
dead yet?”’ 

“No. It seems he might not be gol.ug to die.” 

“Has he talked to you?”’ 

“A little.”’ 

She nodded as if this confirmed some unspoken surmise. 
“Do you happen to have a cigarette? ’ 

“Sure.’’ lle offered his pack, she picked one out, he lit it for 
her. She smoked for a minute, thoug: ..ully, her eyes not on 
Sader’s face but on some point just past his shoulder. The 
loose pale hair shone under the hall lights. The curls on her 
shoulders, Sader thought, looked exactly like the spun-sugar 
candy they suld on the Pike. 
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‘Why have you come here?” she asked. “‘Why not go to 
the police?” 

“You were our client,’’ Sader answered. ‘It’s considered 
very bad for business to turn clients over to the cops.”’ 

“But you're fond of your partner, aren’t you?” 

“He can be an aggravating guy.’ 

She shook her head. “No, that’s not it. You’re hoping I'll 
make a break, try to run, give myself away. I might add that I 
called on Pettis late last night, just checking up on the progress 
of the case you understand, and he seemed awfully cager to 
know where you were. You and that Miss Wanderley.” 

‘“There’s nothing you can do at this stage of the game,”’ 
Sader told her. ‘‘If you want to try to get away, I'll hold off. 
They’ll be coming here eventually. You nught have an hour 
or two.” 

“ Aren’t they going to arrest Miss Wanderley? ”’ 

“T don’t think so.” 

‘Before they can charge me with murder,’’ she said rapidly, 
“they'll have to figure out a motive. What did] gain? They’ll 
have to build a case—how I planned it all——”’ 

“You didn’t,’ Sader interrupted. ‘You followed yom 
husband that night out of jealousy. Because he was hell on 
wheels with the girls. Because he was beginning to listen to 
his old man, to think that with all that money he was a fool to 
be tied down to you. His date in the bar didn’t come off. You 
probably peeped in now and then, saw him sitting alone. Per- 
haps you figured he was wise to vou, was playing it smart. 
When 1t was around eleven he had a telephone call. It was 
Mrs. Wanderley, but you had no way of knowing that. The old 
man wanted Perry to meet her, to shut her up before she 
spoiled the deal to buy Mrs. Cole’s property.” 

“You ave a faker,’’ she murmured. 

“Tin just figuring. You trailed Perry tu the Hill, where he 
met Mrs. Wanderley. The woman was drunk and vivlent, and 
he was trying to quiet her down. To you, in your nwod, it 
looked like passion.”’ 

“Okay.” She nodded in irony. “What did I shoot them 
with?” 
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“Not with Mrs. Wanderley’s gun. It wasn’t loaded. You 
took it away with you, afterward, to confuse the picture. You 
took her coat, too, and remembering her hair done in a scarf, 
you yot yourself up in similar garb to stage the scene with the 
cab driver.”’ 

She laughed, richly, throatily, and under the lights her 
beauty seemed to blaze in triumph. She was gorgeous; he was 
never more conscious of it than at that moment, nor more 
conscious, too, of how cold her beauty left him. 

“Meanwhile, vou’d driven Perry’s car away, stumbled on a 
house for sale where the garage was empty-——”’ 

For the first time there was a crack, a split, in the brittle 
composure. [or just au instant fright flickered in her eyes. It 
had to do with that house. Sader backtracked slowly. “Wait 
a minute. I see a possibility. You weren’t happy here under 
the thumb of old Ajoukian. You looked around for a place, 
hoping to coax your husband to move into it with you, to live 
alone whcre the old man couldn’t poison him against you. 
Close to the Hill, where he had business contacts. There 
might even be someone who remembers your looking at the 
place, some neighbour— ”’ 

The fright was naked, open, now. She licked her lips. She 
was like some lovely and poisonous flower getting ready to 
explode with venom. 

‘You still haven’t proved— the gun 
again, but now her mouth was shaking. 

“T guess I don t know which gun— ’ Sader stopped talk- 
ing. Behind her the inne: door had upceaed and old Ajoukian 
stood there tuttering. It wasn’t the sight of the crippled, 
emaciated figure that stunned Sader; it was what the old man 
held in his hand. A gun as bright, deadly, venomous, as the 
girl herself. ““No—wait!”’ 

“Why should I?”’ came the cracked cackling voice. The 
girl started, colour draining from her face wut she didn’( turn 
around to face her father-in-law. The old man went on, “I 
tricd to make them hold her. I cooked up something. I 
thought if they got her in jail they'd get the truth out of her. 
Perry gone, in trouble maybe like Mullens thought—her fault. 
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”’ She tried to sneer 


Now I know it all. The dirt she did my boy.”’ His hand rose, 
wobbled, and Sader dived for the floor. 

The sound of the shot filled the passage. The greenery 
seemed to bend under the report, and there was a popping 
noise from one of the glass bricks. For a minute Sader thought 
she'd got off without hurt. Ske looked at old Ajoukian. 
“You old devil... .’’ But now there was a seeping stain on 
her arm. 

The old man fired again. And again, Then he leaned in the 
doorway and began to cry, a high grinding screech like an 
injured parrot’s. ‘‘This gun. This gun she used. Mine. To 
kill my son.’’ The cries went on and on, drowning the 
screams of the nurse who had come to lvok, then fled. 

Sader crawled over to where she lay. Her eyes were open, 
though they were glazing. Sader didn’t think she saw him, 
that her words were meant for him. ‘I really didn’t dream 
she was that old.”” He knew she meant Mrs. Wanderley. 
“She really was a good-looking woman.” It was a kind of 
apology to Perry for the natural mistake, Sader thought. 
Addressed to Perry, whom she ought to be seeing again before 
too long. 

There was one last whisper. ‘I didn’t like that part— 
putting them in the oil.”’ 

Well, Perry had been a very handsome man, and putting 
him in the sump had been cruel to those good looks. She was 
a girl whose regrets would concern surface things, appearances, 
bodily decencies. She wouldn't worry whether Perry, in those 
last few moments, had had time to repent the amours of an 
overful existence. She'd worry about the oil, eating out his 
eyes... 

The old man still had the gun, and there was no guarantee 
he wouldn't use it again. Sader went out through the front 
door, around the rear to the garden shut in by ivy walls. The 
nurse was there. She was being sick into a bed of begonias. 

“Excuse me. I’m easily upset.” She staggered wretchedly 
to a bench. 

Sader said, “Is there a telephone in the kitchen?” 

“You'd go in there!”’ she screamed. 
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“He’s pointed the other way.”’ Sader went into the kitchen, 
found the phone hidden behind a copper screen in the barbecue 
area, called Pettis. There wasn’t much to tell. 

When he was through with the phone, Sader sat down on a 
bench by the barbecue table to wait. The house was silent. 
The beautiful, expensive house was as still as a tomb. 
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PETTIS was mad. He had a foot on the redwood bench, his 
cigar dribbled ashes on the barbecue table. “The cab driver 
didn’tidentify Mrs. Wanderley positively as the woman he saw 
Wednesday morning. He said he hadn’t had a particularly 
good look at her face, with her busy hitting his shins and so 
on. One thing he was pretty positive about—the slacks were 
the wrong colour. The woman in his cab had dark green slacks, 
almost black. Mrs. Wanderley’s, even stained with oil, were a 
brighter blue-green. I was gcttiny ready to give him a look at 
the other women in the case when you took oft with Miss 
Wanderley. What was I supposed to think?” 

“Yeah, yeah.” Sader tricd to rub the sand out of his eyes. 
“T just wish once you boys had rushed things a little. If you’d 
taken Mrs. Ajoukian in on suspicion she’d be alive now.” 

“ Alive for what?”’ 

“Oh, time to think anyhow. To repent, perhaps. I don’t 
think she would have got the gas chamber. She was a 
gorgcous hunk of gal and her husband was beginning to neglect 
her. He’d been listening to his old man’s ideas, love ‘em and 
leave ‘etn.’ 

“Well, give me the meat of it. What started you after her?” 

“T wish I could say it was Mullens’s murder. That should 
have done it. Mullens had contacted old man Ajoukian, 
hinting his son was in trouble and had had to hide the car. I 
don’t know what had happened. Something seemed to make 
Mullens think of drunk driving. At least, it’s what he men- 
tioned to me.”’ 

“The car has a bent fender,” Pettis put in. ‘‘We didn’t 
have any report from another car, anyone being hit, so my 
guess is in the excitement she ran it into an einbankment.”’ 
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Sader nodded. It fitted into the pattern. ‘‘Mullens must 
have thought that the car’s being hidden as it was meant 
something pretty embarrassing had happened. He glimpsed 
a woman in a fur coat and slacks, piobably from a distance 
and at night, waited until the coast was clear and got the name 
and address off the car in the garage, thought it over, finally 
put the bee on old Ajoukian for a few thousand. Being on the 
Hill and in the oil game, he’d know the son’s reputation. The 
old man was too tightfisted to pay off right away, but he was 
plenty upset. Remember, it was the next day he tried to kick 
me off the case. This was before he knew Mullens had bcen 
murdered.”’ 

“You said that Mullens’s murder should have sent you after 
the girl. Why?” 

‘“‘T knew yesterday that Mullens had been in touch with old 
Ajoukian. I should have remembered how scared Mullens got 
when he heard that a woman was missing. Mullens thought it 
over, began not to like the possibilities. It was only natural 
that after my visit he’d contact old Ajoukian again. But by 
then the old man was in a collapse with worry, and Mrs. 
Ajoukian would naturally take the call. Mullens let something 
slip, cnongh to let her see her danger. My guess is, he said, to 
tell old Mr. Ajoukian their deal was off and he was going to the 
cops. That sump would almost surely have been investigated.” 

“‘She made quick work of him,”’ Pettis growled. ‘But since 
all this didn’t flash through your mastermind, what did make 
you think of her?”’ 

“Well, finally, it was what Dan said at the hospital.” 

Obviously Pettis had heard of it long before Sader had. 
He’d picked those few words thoroughly apart. ‘Something 
about a week. And ankles, of all damn items.”’ 

“No, you’ve got to put the two together. Weak ankles. 
Mrs. Ajoukian suffered from them, she was always turning her 
ankles on something. I noticed it, the few times we were 
together Dan would have. He must have been staring at her 
legs right along.”’ 

“So?” Pettis went to the sink, discarded the cigar there. 
“So what?’”’ 
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“The vine.”’ Sader rubbed the muscles at the back of his 
neck, under his collar. They were tight as wire. “The torn 
vine, beside the office door. Someone tell into it about the 
time Mullens was murdered. Maybe a witness. Maybe someone 
peeping in at the door, as you thought.” 

Pettis grinned bricfly. Perhaps he was remembering his 
trick on Tina Griffin at the office. 

‘‘Or again,’ Sader went on, ‘‘maybe the murderer fell there. 
I kept thinking of somneone fat and awkward like Charlie Ott. 
But then I remembered that when you and Dan and I were 
having the late interview in the office, Dan sat facing the door, 
the dark. Someone was out there. I heard a footstep and was 
surprised that no one entered. My gucss is it was Mrs. Ajoukian 
just checking up generally, listening to what she could hear. 
Dan smiled at one point as if recognizing someone. He must 
have caught a glimpse of her, perhaps of that pale hair that 
always caught the light. But a minute later he looked grim. 
My guess—he saw the edge of the fallen vine. It occurred to 
him in that instant that Mrs. Ajoukian was the logical’one to 
have stumbled there, turning an ankle in her hurry te get away 
from the man she had just murdered.” 

Pettis swore. ‘‘Oh, such rot! It doesn’t mean a damned 
thing! Nobody ever got convicted on such flimsy stuff!”’ 

“You're so right. That’s why Dan kept kis mouth shut to 
you about it. Probably he didn’t even mention it to Mrs. 
Ajoukian when she answered his call to come to the office. 
Remember the papers he had spread out, my notes about the 
interview with the Ajoukians? He was running a bluff, pre- 
tending to have found something in my report which had 
developed a lead to her.” 

Pettis’s eyes had grown speculative, thoughtful. ‘Yes, it 
could be.” 

“It’s the only explanation that fits. The papers were there 
for some reason, though we could never figure why. They were 
a fake, a trap. She must have arrived full of confidence that 
she could argue Dan out of his silly obsession. In case she 
couldn’t she had Mr. Ajoukian’s gun along.” 

“She knew how to use it.” 
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“Plenty of practice by then. I still can’t figure how he’s 
alive, even going to live. I guess the first part of the interview 
between them wasn’t too unpleasant. Dan was thoroughly 
smitten with her and she’d have had to be blind not to notice. 
She probably tried her wiles on him. He got mad though. 
Dan's nerves were popping these last few days. While she was 
there he went all the way with the bluff, calling me to rave 
about what fools she’d made of us. Mostly he must have been 
mad because a beautiful gal had made such a sucker out of 
him.”’ 

‘Oh, hell, women are doing it all the time,” Pettis growled. 


Dan opened his eyes and said huskily, “Hi there, Papa. I 
thought you were in Las Vegas.”’ 

“It was just a rumour. Where'd you hear it?” 

“T can’t imagine,’’ Dan whispered. ‘‘Someone must have 
told me in my sleep. How’s Mrs. Ajoukian?”’ 

“She’s all right.” 

‘Don’t let them hurt her, Papa.”’ 

“Do you want her to have years and years in prison?” 

Dan began to act agitated. The nurse came forward, frown- 
ing. Sader said, ‘All right, all right. I won’t rile him.” 

She went back to her chair by the window. 

Dan began to breathe evenly again. “I guess you and the 
Wanderley babe are hitting it off, huh?” 

“Oh, sure. I’m adopting her next week. She's an orphan 
now, needs a father.”’ 

Dan’s breathy whisper protested, “Don’t try to fool me. 
Lots of old boys marrying young babes latcly.” 

“Those particular old boys had a few items like money and 
reputation lying around.”’ 

Relligerently Dan tried to sit up. The nurse came tearing 
over with fire in her eye. Dan went on yelling while she tried 
to press his shoulders back to the pillow. 

At the door, Sader thought, he’s going to be all right. Then 
he left. Going down in the hospital elevator, Sader felt worry 
slip from him. The suddenly relaxed feeling made him almost 
dizzy. He rubbed the close-cropped hair, grinning at the 
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elevator girl, then threw back his head and walked out of the 
hospital entry in a glow of warmth. This was something to 
celebrate! 

He was too keyed up to go home. He drove downtown, 
parked the car, went up to his office. He’d snatch an hour’s 
nap on the couch, then go out to a café for lunch, then feel like 
a million all over. The fuzziness behind his eyes would be gone, 
the bubbling excitement about Dan would die down. Maybe 
the terrible heavy feeling inside somewhere would go away, 
too. 

There were some pretty quick remedies available, of course. 
He tried to force from his thoughts the image of Dan’s bottle, 
but it stayed as if caught in some cobweb in a corner of his 
mind. The tantalizing rum... 

Whiskey was better, but of course he’d learned long ago he 
couldn’t drink, not anything. He Ict himself into the office, 
shed the coat, looked blankly at his and Dan’s desks. What had 
he come here for? 

There was a step in the outer room. Sader swung around. 
There was a sort of cloud in front of his eyes, and he couldn't 
breathe. The light steps came close to the door. The door 
swung open. 

He saw the cheque in her hand through the quivering light, 
so it had to be Kay—she’d come to pay him. An excuse. He 
said hoarsely, “You didn’t have to do that.” 

“She wanted you to have it,”’ said Tina Griffin. It was Tina 
Griffin’s voice, sv he took a quick Jook at the face. And that 
was Tina’s too, a lovely face with exotic eyes. Very white 
skin, like the petals of a white camellia. Black hair as fine as 
sik. “‘l was at her house when she got home. That Annie 
character was boarding up the windows, practically, getting 
ready to stave off a siege by the police. lt took a little 
straightening out. Then Kay said, she owed you so much. 
And she sent this. A thousand dollars, for finding her mother.” 

Sader took the cheque and shredded it all over the top of the 
two desks like a cloud of confetti. 

Tina Griffin sat down in a chair, then noticed the couch, 
moved over there. “I thought you’d do that, so I had Kay 
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make out another, a second cheque, just in case. It’s made out 
to your’partncr, and I'll keep 1t in my puise until I can give 
it to him.” 

Sader leaned on the desk, looking at her. “That was very 
clever of you.”’ 

“Not so clever. Kay told me about the trip to Las Vegas.”’ 
She was getting a cigarette from her handbag. Sader took out 
matches, lit it for her, still watching her angrily. “Kay has 
so much money. She won't miss the thousand. She’s going 
away.’ 

“Going : 

“Just a trip. Hawai, or somewhere.”’ The exotic cyes on 
his had no pity in tlem. Sader saw; and for this he was re- 
ieved. She was explaining somethmg to him, very matter of 
fact, so he’d understand why his client might not havé time 
for a final interview. 

“I never intended to try to see her again.”’ 

“T guessed that, too.”’ 

He walked around, looking at the furniture. Dan had 
bought it, picked it out, saying that he was determined it 
shouldn’t look like a private eye’s office. That’s exactly what 
it looked lke, of course. Every TV studio, every movie lot, 
had its duplicate, always used by private detectives for inter- 
viewing clients. 

Or for fighting villains who’u come to raid the safe. 

Or for drinking... 

He took out Dan’s bottle, put 1t on «he desk, went to the 
outer room and came back with a coupl- of paper cups. 

She leaned forward, amused. “What are you doing?” 

Sader smiled tightly ‘I, too, am going on a trip.”’ 

“Are you, really? Or are you trying to get rid of me?” She 
got up from the couch and came over to the desk. “I was 
hoping you'd be around. I like you very much,’ she added, 
on a note of shyness that Sader thought imiriguing, 

He gave her a paper cup with rum in it. “Need a chaser?” 

She shook her head, her cyes on his over the rim of the cup. 
“No, thanks.”’ 

She was a very good-looking woman, Sader thought. He 
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remembered the scene in Mullens’s office—she’d hoped to 
meet him again when he wasn’t working. It occurred to 
Sader that this was it# He was fresh out of jobs. He put an 
arm around her slender waist. She was supple and yielding, 
her hair satiny against his cheek, her perfume mixing itself 
with the warmer, rather medicinal! odour of the rum. 

Sader touched his cup to hers. “‘Here’s to high diving,’’ he 
said. 
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